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 This dissertation focuses on the analysis of James MacMillan’s Seven Last Words 
from the Cross (1993) and Stabat Mater (2016). Building on the technical analysis, issues 
of practical application for those who wish to rehearse and perform these works are 
discussed. Presentation of musical examples, a review of literature, and personal 
interviews were conducted with MacMillan in preparation of this document. 
 The first chapters provide an introduction to MacMillan, biographical events 
surrounding the two works, and historical context of each genre. The third chapter then 
engages with the four main aspects that define MacMillan’s compositional style: the 
incorporation of Scottish folk music, influence of his Catholic faith, passion to engage 
with social issues, and balance between conservative and modernist techniques. These 
four aspects will be examined historically, how they relate to one another, and their role 
in MacMillan’s music. 
 The fourth and fifth chapters deal with the direct analysis of the Seven Last Words 
from the Cross and the Stabat Mater. The chapters are structured in a fashion similar to 
how MacMillan composed both works—starting with the text, developing the structure, 
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crafting important and symbolic musical gestures, and outlining additional compositional 
techniques. The sixth chapter takes on the analysis of the music and applies it to practical 
applications one should consider when rehearsing and performing these works. Finally, 
the conclusion discusses the social relevance of the music and places both compositions 
in a broader culturally context.  
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PREFACE: Purpose of the Study 
 
 
Compared to the recognition Sir James MacMillan receives as one of the highest 
regarded living composers today, there is a dearth of scholarship surrounding the 
composer and his music. Of the limited amount of scholarship, most of it was written 
prior to the year 2000 and focuses on a select number of works written around 1990. 
There are numerous and excellent program notes for each of MacMillan’s compositions, 
written by the composer himself and Paul Spicer.1 While insightful, due to their brevity 
these notes provide only a brief introduction to such profound music. Dissertations by 
Timothy Rolls2 and Stephen Kingsbury3 provide survey analysis of selected early works 
by MacMillan from 1983 into the 1990s. This writing has well established the generally 
accepted influences and musical aspects that define MacMillan’s compositional style, but 
lacks depth of analysis and updated scholarship. Dominic Wells’ Ph.D. thesis, “James 
MacMillan: Retrospective Modernist,”4 provides great insight into MacMillan’s 
compositional tendencies, influence of other composers, and a thorough understanding of 
MacMillan’s output at large. Bethany Alvey’s document, “Spirituality and Scottish 
Identity in the Selected Works of James MacMillan,”5 contains transcriptions of extended 																																																								
1 Paul Spicer is a British composer and conductor, professor at the Birmingham Conservatoire, 
and has twice written notes on the complete choral works of James MacMillan for Boosey and 
Hawkes. 
2 Timothy Michael Rolls, “James MacMillan: An Analysis of Selected Works (1983–1997),” 
D.M.A. Document, University of Houston, 2000. 
3 Stephen Andrew Kingsbury, “The Early Choral Music of James MacMillan: 1983–1993,” 
D.M.A. Dissertation, University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2003. 
4 Dominic Peter Wells, “James MacMillan: Retrospective Modernist,” Ph.D. Thesis, Durham 
University, 2012. 
5 Bethany L. Alvey, “Spirituality and Scottish Identity in the Selected Works of James 
MacMillan,” D.M.A. Dissertation, University of Miami, 2016. 
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recent interviews and focused analysis on MacMillan’s St. John Passion and The Gallant 
Weaver, but leaves multiple issues undiscussed. 
In addition to his musical development, MacMillan has also moved beyond many 
of the beliefs he held when he was a younger man. Current writers repeatedly cite 
interviews and statements from when MacMillan first rose to popularity in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s, implying that MacMillan’s views have not changed. These cited 
statements come from MacMillan’s late twenties and early thirties, when he was more 
politically outspoken. The quotation of these earlier comments now frustrates the nearly 
sixty-year-old composer, as he expressed, “I hope to God that I don’t see myself 
described as a liberal left-winger again when I go abroad.”6 It is not as if MacMillan no 
longer holds either liberal or conservative beliefs, but it is his hope that political 
definitions—especially radical ones—will not define either him or his music. 
MacMillan’s compositional output has continued to grow while his works reach 
new audiences each year. With such continued growth and dissemination, supporting 
scholarship is necessary. In this study, the author hopes to build on the acknowledged 
aspects of MacMillan’s compositional style and provide a new depth of analysis that 
exceeds the surface-level Scottish ornamentation and settings of a religious texts that 
many individuals discuss. Bridging the gap between MacMillan’s prolific output of the 
early 1990s and today, this paper will focus on two related works, written over twenty 
years apart: the Seven Last Words from the Cross (1993) and Stabat Mater (2016). 
																																																								
6 James MacMillan, “Unthinking dogmatism,” The Spectator (January 30, 2008), Accessed 
March 24, 2017 https://www.spectator.co.uk/2008/01/unthinking-dogmatism. 
 x 
 This paper provides a larger context for these works and practical application for 
those who wish to perform his music. Particularly written for conductors, the analysis of 
these selected works draws attention to special moments and techniques, and, 
additionally, provides recommendations on how to approach such material. Commenting 
on the importance of analysis and need for conductors to understand a composer’s work, 
Robert Shaw stated: 
The first [supposition] is that a musical ensemble is not primarily the 
product of ‘following the conductor.’ Rather, it is the product of both of 
them [ensemble and conductor] following the composer… It is not the 
conductor’s prerogative to establish a willful or whimsical musical 
dictatorship, but rather by solid education to arrive at a satisfying and 
productive relationship to the composer through his printed page.7 
 
As a whole, the author hopes to provide an updated and thorough portrait of MacMillan 
as a composer and display the depth of his music in a beneficial way for those who wish 
to perform it.  
																																																								
7 Robert Blocker, ed., The Robert Shaw Reader, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2004, 
20. 
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CHAPTER I: Introduction to James MacMillan 
 
 
Sir James Loy MacMillan is one of the most widely regarded and successful 
composers living today. He was born on July 16, 1959 in the small Scottish town of 
Kiwinning, Ayrshire to James and Ellen MacMillan. His father worked in the mines and 
his mother first worked as a school teacher, then a social worker. Both parents were 
amateur musicians, but MacMillan cites his grandfather and music-making in school as 
primary musical influences at a young age.8 In 1963, the MacMillan family moved to 
Cumnock, approximately 40 miles south of Glasgow. Growing up, MacMillan attended 
St. John’s Roman Catholic Primary School, and took both trumpet and piano lessons.9  
In 1973, MacMillan started secondary school at the Cumnock Academy, where he 
studied with Herbert Richardson and was introduced to the music of Palestrina, Victoria, 
and Bach.10 Reflecting on Herbert Richardson, MacMillan states:  
He was an inspirational music teacher and got me very interested in choral 
music. He was an Ayrshire man and about ten years older than me, so in 
his late twenties then. Because of his youth and infectious enthusiasm, he 
got the most unlikely characters involved in singing.11 
 
There was a lot of choral singing at school and I developed a love of 
Palestrina, Victoria and Bach very early on. If anything, Palestrina and 
Bach still remain as my most influential figures from the past. There is a 
powerful visceral, emotional and spiritual force in their music, that made 
its first listeners think they were in heaven when they heard it. It is also 
music that is very complex—complexity and emotional force need not 																																																								
8 James Telford, “Reconciling Opposing Forces: The Young James MacMillan—A Performance 
History,” Tempo, Vol. 65 (2011), 41. 
9 James MacMillan, “Worthy is the Lamb that was slain,” Celtic Minded: Essays on Religion, 
Politics, Society, Identity... and Football, Joseph M. Bradley, ed., Glendaruel: Argyll Publishing, 
2004. 
10 Kingsbury, “The Early Choral Music of James MacMillan: 1983–1993,” 1. 
11 Alvey, “Spirituality and Scottish Identity in the Selected Works of James MacMillan,” 19. 
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necessarily be contradictory things.12 
 
Though not often recognized, Paul Spicer further cites the influence of Kenneth 
Leighton’s music on MacMillan during these teenage years.13 Leighton taught at the 
University of Edinburgh and was one of the reasons MacMillan wanted to study there. 
Spicer attributes much of the emotional and spiritual depth of MacMillan’s writing to that 
modeled by Leighton, stating: 
Leighton chose to write in a style which was essentially melodic and even 
when using twelve-note techniques the emphasis would always be on 
lyricism. Additionally, and significantly for MacMillan, Leighton was a 
believer who concluded every score with the words ‘Laus Deo.’14 His 
music is passionately involving, wonderfully crafted and for those with 
ears to hear has the power to transform people’s lives. This description 
applies equally to MacMillan.15 
 
MacMillan completed his undergraduate studies in composition at the University 
of Edinburgh in 1981, where he studied with Rita McAllister and was introduced to the 
music of Stravinsky, Webern, Messiaen, and 20th Century religious Russian composers 
Sofia Gubaidulina (b. 1931), Alfred Schnittke (b. 1934), and Galina Ustvolskaya (b. 
1919).16 “During my [undergraduate] study, my main interest was studying the 
cosmopolitan masters, [like] Boulez and Elliot Carter... absorbing the modernist spirit 
and techniques.”17 These studies provided MacMillan with a language and understanding 																																																								
12 James MacMillan, Julian Johnson and Catherine Sutton, “On the Music of James MacMillan: 
Raising Sparks,” Tempo, New Series, No. 202 (1997), 6. 
13 Paul Spicer, Program note to the recording: MacMillan: Seven Last Words from the Cross, 
Mark Brown, producer, Performed by Polyphony and London Sinfonia, Stephen Layton, 
conductor. London: Hyperion Records Limited, 2005, 3. 
14 “Laus Deo” is translated to “Praise be to God” 
15 Spicer, Program note: Seven Last Words from the Cross, 3. 
16 Keith Potter, “Contemporary British Composers 1. James MacMillan: a New Celtic Dawn?” 
Musical Times, Vol. 131, No. 1763 (January 1990), 13. 
17 Kingsbury, “The Early Choral Music of James MacMillan: 1983–1993,” 9. 
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of many modernist procedures, including a sense of serialism and twelve-tone techniques, 
while the Russian composers offered a strong example of contemporary religious 
composition.  
It was at this same time that MacMillan first became interested in 
ethnomusicology and the native music of Scotland. Fascinated with the music and 
traditions, he both studied and began to perform it, taking up the penny whistle. 
[It] wasn’t anything that had any precedent in my earlier life. Scottish 
music wasn’t a part of the family background. I discovered it afresh, and it 
was like a brand new discovery for me, aged 22, 23, which is quite an 
incredible thing for any Scottish musician to make that discovery of one’s 
self at such a late stage.18 
 
MacMillan consequently joined the folk band “Broadstone,” and performed regularly 
with them in pubs and other venues. It was for this group that he first set William 
Soutar’s poem “The Tryst” to music as a Scottish ballad. 
After graduating from Edinburgh, MacMillan then continued with two years of 
full-time study at Durham University, between 1981–83, where his principle teacher was 
John Casken. While at Durham, Casken introduced MacMillan to the works and 
controlled aleatoric devices of Polish composers, such as Witold Lutosławski, with whom 
Casken himself had studied.19  
MacMillan moved back to Ayrshire in 1983 and married Lynne Frew. The couple 
has three children: Catherine, born September 22, 1990, and twins Aidan and Clare, born 
June 10, 1993.20 In the following years he composed and worked as a school teacher. 
																																																								
18 Kingsbury, “The Early Choral Music of James MacMillan: 1983–1993,” 178. 
19 Rolls, “James MacMillan: An Analysis of Selected Works (1983–1997),” 4. 
20 Kingsbury, “The Early Choral Music of James MacMillan: 1983–1993,” 2. 
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From January 1986 to June 1988 he lived in England, where he held a temporary lecturer 
position at Manchester University.21 
MacMillan completed his doctorate in composition from Durham in 1987 and 
moved back to Scotland in the summer of 1988.22 These two events marked a pivotal 
moment in the launch of the composer’s career and development of his personal 
compositional voice. He was first offered a teaching position at the Royal Scottish 
Academy of Music and Drama, and then composer-in-residence with the Scottish 
Chamber Orchestra in 1990. Appointments continued to come as MacMillan became the  
visiting composer and artistic director of London’s Music of Today contemporary music 
series and Philharmonia Orchestra from 1992–2002, artistic director of the Royal Scottish 
National Orchestra, and successor to Sir Peter Maxwell Davies as the BBC 
Philharmonic’s composer/conductor from 2000–2009.23 MacMillan continues to enjoy a 
flourishing career as both a composer and guest conductor, working with major 
orchestras such as the National Symphony Orchestra (Washington, D.C.), Frankfurt 
Radio Symphony Orchestra, Baltimore Symphony, Rotterdam Philharmonic, Munich 
Philharmonic, Vienna Radio Symphony, Danish Radio Symphony, Gothenburg 
Symphony, Bergen Philharmonic, Royal Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra, City of 
Birmingham Symphony Orchestra, BBC Scottish Symphony, Toronto Symphony, Los 
																																																								
21 Potter, “A New Celtic Dawn?” 13. 
22 Ibid., 13. 
23 Stephen Andrew Kingsbury, “The Influence of Scottish Nationalism on James MacMillan’s ‘A 
New Song’,” The Choral Journal, Vol. 47, No. 2 (August 2006), 31. 
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Angeles Philharmonic, New Zealand Symphony Orchestra, and Tokyo’s NHK 
Symphony Orchestra.24 
As a composer, MacMillan’s reputation was launched with the highly successful 
premiere of his music-theater work Búsqueda at the Edinburgh International Festival and 
PROMS premiere of The Confession of Isobel Gowdie with the BBC Scottish Symphony 
Orchestra, both in 1990. MacMillan consequently composed a number of concertos for 
notable soloists, including the piano concerto The Berserking (1990), for Peter Donohoe 
and the Scottish National Orchestra, percussion concerto Veni, Veni, Emmanuel (1992) 
for Evelyn Glennie and the Scottish Chamber Orchestra, trumpet concerto Episclesis 
(1993) for John Wallace and the Philharmonia Orchestra, and Cello Concerto (1996) for 
Mstislav Rostropovich and the London Symphony Orchestra, and has composed four 
symphonies. Notable choral works include Cantos Sagrados (1989), the Seven Last 
Words from the Cross (1993) premiered on BBC TV during Holy Week 1994, the 
Quickening (1998), The Sacrifice (2007) premiered by the Welsh National Opera, St. 
John Passion (2007) co-commissioned by the London Symphony Orchestra, Royal 
Concertgebouw Orchestra, Boston Symphony Orchestra, and Berlin Radio Choir, 
premiered under the baton of Sir Colin Davis, St. Luke Passion (2012–13), A European 
Requiem (2015) for the Oregon Bach Festival, and Stabat Mater (2016) commissioned by 
Harry Christophers and The Sixteen.25 
																																																								
24 Intermusica Artists’ Management Ltd., “James MacMillan” 
http://intermusica.co.uk/artist/James-MacMillan (accessed January 18, 2017). 
25 Boosey and Hawkes, “James MacMillan: Biography,” (October 2016), 
http://www.boosey.com/pages/cr/composer/composer_main.asp?composerid=2799&ttype=BIOG
RAPHY&ttitle=Biography (accessed January 18, 2017). 
 6 
As a composer, MacMillan has continued to cite the influence of Benjamin 
Britten, Edward Elgar, Olivier Messiaen, Dimitri Shostakovich, and Richard Wagner on 
his work, stating that these composers have not received as much credit for their 
influence on his composition as they probably should. Consequently, he often programs 
these composers’ music as complements to his own compositions.26  The influences of 
MacMillan’s British predecessors, such as Elgar, Vaughan Williams, Holst, Britten, and 
Maxwell Davies, is particularly evident in MacMillan’s string and choral writing and 
desire to write music not only for professional musicians, but also for amateurs. 
MacMillan has used his platform as a famous composer to publically speak out 
for issues he is concerned with, such as music, religion, and Scottish culture. He regularly 
gives lectures and interviews at different institutions and has published a variety of 
papers on various topics. The most prominent being his lecture, “Scotland’s Shame,” 
citing religious tensions in Scotland. MacMillan has further written a series of articles for 
the “Celtic Minded” series edited by Joseph M. Bradley, Standpoint Magazine, The 
Spector, and The Catholic Herald. 
MacMillan’s works have been recorded and released on labels such as Chandos, 
BIS, BMG, and Hyperion, and awarded multiple Gramophone awards. In the vein of Sir 
Peter Maxwell Davies’ festival, MacMillan himself launched an annual music festival in 
his small home town of Cumnock in 2014, featuring both local and international 
musicians. He was awarded a Knighthood during the 2015 Queen’s Birthday honors, is 
																																																								
26 James MacMillan, Interview with Joshua W. Rohde, Pittsburgh, January 22, 2017. 
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27 Boosey and Hawkes, “James MacMillan: Biography.” 
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CHAPTER II: Introduction to MacMillan’s Music 
 
 
 MacMillan’s Seven Last Words from the Cross (1993) and Stabat Mater (2016) 
are comparable on many levels, seen in their choral and orchestral forces, sacred texts, 
length, and musical material. Both works focus on the crucifixion narrative, one from the 
perspective of Jesus and the other from Mary, who then invites the readers to engage in 
the sorrow with her. The works are also quite different in many regards, reflecting the 
difference in their two texts and nature by being composed over twenty years apart from 
each other. The Seven Last Words from the Cross can be viewed as a series of vignettes, 
reflecting the variety of each sentence. While the length and consistent emotional quality 
of the Stabat Mater’s text, demands a more through-composed musical setting. 
 
SEVEN LAST WORDS FROM THE CROSS 
 
 
MacMillan’s Seven Last Words from the Cross was composed in 1993 and 
premiered during Holy Week in 1994. The work was first performed by Cappella Nova 
and the BT Scottish Ensemble, conducted by Alan Tavener. MacMillan set the traditional 
“Seven Last Words from the Cross” text in English, with additional sacred texts in both 
Latin and English. He divided the composition into seven movements for each final 
sentence of Jesus. Each movement is approximately six to eight minutes in length, and is 






HISTORICAL CONTEXT WITHIN GENRE 
 
 Unlike other sacred texts such as the Mass and Requiem, there are only a few 
notable musical settings of the “Seven Last Words from the Cross” text. A cappella and 
thinly scored cantata settings by Late Renaissance and Baroque composers exist by 
composers such as Orlando di Lasso, Heinrich Schütz, Giovanni Pergolesi, and Christoph 
Graupner, but are rarely performed today. The two most notable settings are Joseph 
Haydn’s Die sieben letzten Worte unseres Erlösers am Kreuze (1787, rev. 1795/6) and 
Théodore Dubois’ Les Sept Paroles du Christ (1867). Haydn’s original setting was for 
orchestra alone, without text, and later rescored for soloists, choir, and string quartet. 
Dubois’ setting is for choir and organ. Both compositions divide the seven sentences of 
Jesus into their own movement with additional instrumental movements to bookend the 
work. Notable 20th Century settings of the text include Knut Nystedt’s two settings for a 
cappella chorus Jesu syv ord på korset (1960) and Die Sieben Worte Jesu am Kreuz 
(2002), and Sofia Gubaidulina’s Sieben Worte (1982) for cello, bayan, and strings. 
MacMillan’s setting makes a significant contribution to this limited genre, featuring an 
equal treatment of chorus and string orchestra. 
 
COMMISSION AND COMPOSITION 
 
Seven Last Words from the Cross came relatively early in MacMillan’s 
compositional career. The work fits among MacMillan’s first series of major works and 
experiences of international success, including The Confession of Isobel Gowdie (1990) 
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and Veni, Veni, Emmanuel (1992). It is his first large choral-orchestral work28 and first 
larger work to focus on the Passion narrative. Following the composition and success of 
the Seven Last Words from the Cross, MacMillan has continued to write multiple choral-
orchestral works around the Passion and Easter narrative—Maundy Thursday, Good 
Friday, and Easter Sunday. Some of these works include his epic trilogy Triduum, St. 
John and St. Luke Passion settings, Fourteen Little Pictures, Kiss on Wood, and Pascha 
nostrum immolatus est. 
While working on the Seven Last Words from the Cross commission, 
MacMillan’s career was just beginning to rise quickly as a composer and conductor. As a 
result of this success, he was the featured composer for the 1993 Edinburgh International 
Festival. Additionally, MacMillan became a father again with the birth of his twins, 
Aidan and Clare, on June 10, 1993.29 These coinciding events subsequently created a 
tremendous amount of stress for MacMillan. Driving daily between the Edinburgh 
International Festival and his home in Glasgow to help care for the newborns, he suffered 
from extreme exhaustion, so much so that he crashed his car on the final day of the 
festival.30 In addition to the physical demands and pressures applied by others, 
MacMillan simultaneously suffered from a period of self-doubt and self-examination. 
Reflecting on the works that had gained him recognition in the previous three years, such 
as Búsqueda, Cantos Sagrados, The Confession of Isobel Gowdie, and Veni, Veni, 
Emmanuel, MacMillan examined his compositional output, removed some works from 																																																								
28 Cantos sagrados was composed in 1989, initially set for choir and organ, and later orchestrated 
for choir and full orchestral forces after the composition of the Seven Last Words from the Cross. 
29 Kingsbury, “The Early Choral Music of James MacMillan: 1983–1993,” 2. 
30 Rolls, “James MacMillan: An Analysis of Selected Works (1983–1997),” 10. 
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his repertoire, and tried to consciously move forward with establishing a compositional 
voice and trajectory. 
I had a realization that things had to move on. Perhaps a ‘first stage’ had 
been exhausted, and this was serious. If I wanted to build on what I had 
achieved so far, then I had to really focus very strongly on what kind of 
composer I was and what I wanted to do... And I think I’ve acquired a 
greater focus in my work because of that experience. Because of having 
been put under the limelight, I’ve had to look at the music of my past and 
think about what was good about it and what I didn’t like about it. I’ve cut 
some of the things from my catalogue, because I don’t think some of the 
early pieces should be there. So there was a whole process of self-analysis 
and self-evaluation, which I found exhausting, and it stopped me writing 
for a little while. A month after the Edinburgh Festival I had to have the 
Seven Last Words completed, and that deadline came and disappeared. 
Nothing was written, and I thought I had dried up. Eventually I did get the 
piece written, but it was very late.31 
 
That year, the Edinburgh Festival ran from August 15 – September 4, 1993. It was not 
until the end of November that MacMillan began to write the Seven Last Words, 
however, the composition was quickly finished by January. 32 The pressures of the 
looming deadline, physical exhaustion, and self-reflection no doubt factored into the 
composition of the Seven Last Words of the Cross. One of the most direct results possibly 
being the extensive amount of self-quotation in the work, as six of the seven movements 




MacMillan’s Seven Last Words from the Cross was premiered in segments during 
Holy Week, one movement per night, March 26–April 1, 1994 on BBC TV. For these 
televised segments, the music was accompanied by striking images, visually depicting the 																																																								
31 Wells, “James MacMillan: Retrospective Modernist,” 153. 
32 Kingsbury, “The Early Choral Music of James MacMillan: 1983–1993,” 59. 
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crucifixion. The work received its first full performance on March 30, 1994 at St. 
Aloysius Church in Glasgow to a sold out and enthusiastic audience.33 Commenting on 
the first performances in 2008, MacMillan stated: 
This is a very interesting thing because, in a sense, the televised version 
has been left behind. In my mind, Seven Last Words always was a singular 
piece in seven movements, which have to be encountered as a unit, a 
completeness, but the way that the BBC decided to broadcast it – and I 
was afraid of this right from the beginning – was they would put one 
movement per night on BBC2 during Holy Week. It started on Palm 
Sunday and finished on Saturday; it was still all within Lent. So actually, 
that did have a bearing on the first piece; because as I knew it was going 
out on Palm Sunday, I used a Palm Sunday text in number one, ‘Hosanna 
to the Son of David’. But I was very aware that it was a very incomplete 
and unsatisfactory way of presenting the piece: it amounted to little five to 






 Since its premiere, the Seven Last Words from the Cross has become one of 
MacMillan’s most successful and highly regarded works. The video of the first 
performance won the Royal Philharmonic Society’s award for Best Music Video of the 
Year, and the work was listed as a finalist for the Mercury Prize at the 1995 Edinburgh 
International Festival.  
...probably MacMillan’s masterpiece... the maturity in this composition is 
astounding: the tonal structure of the seven settings, harmony which can 
be spare or lush without ever being overwritten, an inexorable sense of the 
drama in the text, the balance between voice and strings. A few seconds, 
in difficult times, when meditation was centre stage, when it was possible 
to regain optimism.35 																																																								
33 MacMillan, interview, January 22, 2017. 
34 Mandy Hallam, “Conversation with James MacMillan,” Tempo, Vol. 62, No. 245 (Apr 2008), 
17–29. 
35 Boosey and Hawkes, “James MacMillan: Seven Last Words from the Cross,” 
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Paul Spicer stated that the piece is: 
Widely admired as one of MacMillan’s finest achievements, his Seven 
Last Words promises an absorbing and moving experience in concert, for 
performers and audience alike… This work is well within the reach of 
good choral groups and it should be taken up widely. Conductors are 
urged to look carefully at this work.36 
 
The work has been recorded four times. Responding to the Dimtri Ensemble’s recording, 
Andrew Achenbach of Grammophone stated: 
Seven Last Words from the Cross is one of James MacMillan’s most 
enduring achievements, a work to which I have found myself returning 
more than almost any other in his extensive output. It’s a grippingly 
intense and enviably concentrated setting for double choir and string 
orchestra of Jesus’s final utterances combined with texts from other 
liturgical sources (most notably the Good Friday Responsaries for 





(accessed November 21, 2016). 
36 Paul Spicer, “James MacMillan Choral Music: A Practical Commentary and Survey,” Boosey 
and Hawkes Music Publishers: London, 2012, 23. 
37 Andrew Achenbach, “MacMillan Seven Last Words from the Cross: An exceptional 
performance of MacMillan’s masterpiece” Gramophone (September 2009) 
https://www.gramophone.co.uk/review/macmillan-seven-last-words-from-the-cross (accessed 




MacMillan composed the Stabat Mater in 2016, for chorus and string orchestra, 
as a companion piece to his very successful Seven Last Words from the Cross. The work 
was commissioned by John Studzinski and the Genesis Foundation and premiered on 
October 15, 2016 in London by The Sixteen and the Britten Sinfonia, conducted by Harry 
Christophers. The work is approximately 53 minutes in length. 
Anticipating the premiere, MacMillan reflected on the new composition in an 
article published in The Guardian on October 12, 2016, stating: 
I know the Sixteen well. I’ve composed smaller a cappella works for the 
group but this is my first large-scale score for them. They sang my Seven 
Last Words From the Cross with me in Amsterdam in 2009, and that was 
the springboard for composing this more substantial hour-long work. 
Stabat Mater starts with the cluster that ends that earlier work, and then 
heads from these dying embers in a new direction… I seem to have grown 
up with the Stabat Mater. I sang it as a boy, my perception of the 
crucifixion was coloured by its beauty and sadness. And now, I’ve set it 
myself. Its composition has engrossed me for many months….38  
 
The text of the 13th Century hymn describes the grief and suffering of Mary, the 
mother of God, as she stands at the foot of the cross witnessing the death of her son. The 
poem’s daunting twenty stanzas are set in a consistent rhyme and rhythm, which adds to 
the texts unyielding nature. The author of the poem goes beyond describing the anguish 
of Mary, inviting the reader and listener to participate in her suffering and grief. 
MacMillan states that, “for devout Catholics—and the many great composers who set 
these words—this [text] is a kind of ultimate, spiritual Kindertotenlied (a song of the 																																																								
38 James MacMillan, “Ancient and modern: writing a Stabat Mater for our times,” The Guardian 
(October 12, 2016) https://www.theguardian.com/music/musicblog/2016/oct/12/james-
macmillan-composor-stabat-mater (accessed November 18, 2016). 
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death of a child).”39 The Stabat Mater text has been set many times to music, from early 
settings by Josquin and Palestrina, to that of contemporary composers such as Arvo Pärt. 
MacMillan continues to state, “the suffering, broken heart of Mary is recapitulated in the 
lives of many, and artists with an empathy for our shared humanity will always return to 
embrace it.”40 MacMillan identifies with this suffering on a personal level, having 
suffered the tragic loss of a granddaughter.41 While her death did not directly effect the 
composition of the Stabat Mater, the two became strongly associated as the piece was 
rehearsed and premiered shortly following her death.42 
 
HISTORICAL CONTEXT WITHIN GENRE 
 
There are over two hundred known musical settings of the Stabat Mater text.43 
Settings of the text span continuously from the Renaissance to today, with some of the 
more notable settings by composers such as Josquin, Palestrina, Vivaldi, Pergolesi, 
Haydn, Dvořák, Verdi, Szymanowski, Poulenc, Penderecki, Arvo Pärt, Karl Jenkins, and 
																																																								
39 MacMillan, “Ancient and modern.” 
40 Ibid. 
41 Damian Thompson, “Sir James MacMillan mourns the little granddaughter who brought 
‘cosmic love’ to his family,” The Spectator (January 21, 2016). 
https://blogs.spectator.co.uk/2016/01/sir-james-macmillan-mourns-the-little-granddaughter-who-
brought-cosmic-love-to-his-family/ (accessed March 24, 2017) 
42 While the composition of the Stabat Mater was completed a month prior to Sara’s death, the 
first rehearsals and premiere performance took place while MacMillan was still grieving the loss 
of his granddaughter. The Stabat Mater’s text further connected the piece to her death due to the 
direct sorrowful nature of a parent mourning of the loss of a child. The two compositions directly 
following Sara’s death were MacMillan’s Trombone Concerto and Concertino for Horn & 
Strings. Both works bear resemblances of MacMillan’s grief and include a notated musical figure 
in remembrance of Sara in the vein of J.S. Bach’s B–A–C–H motive. MacMillan created a S–A–
R–A motive, where S=Es (E♭), A=A, R=Re (D), and A=A. 
James MacMillan, Interview with Joshua W. Rohde, Glasgow, March 24, 2017 
43 Mrs. Hans van der Velden, “The Ultimate Stabat Mater site,” 1997 
http://www.stabatmater.info/composer/chronologically/ (accessed January 18, 2017). 
 16 
Paul Mealor. In reflecting on his own composition, MacMillan notes the beauty of the 
settings by Josquin and Palestrina, the larger famous settings by Pergolesi and Dvořák, 
and the diversity of settings by 20th Century and contemporary composers such as Karol 
Szymanowski, Francis Poulenc, Arvo Pärt, James Dillon, and Cicilia McDowall.44 
MacMillan notes that it is the earlier settings which impacted him and his work the most, 
citing a “functionality and purity”45 in these works. He hopes that there is “a murmur of 
these ancient settings” in his own composition with the incorporation of a “deliberately 
archaic feel to [his] writing, that looks back to them.”46  
The range of compositions vary dramatically in length, orchestration, language, 
and division of movements. The early settings of Josquin and Palestrina, for example, are 
composed for a cappella chorus and are merely divided into two adjoining sections, with 
both compositions less than ten minutes in length. Pergolesi’s famous twelve movement 
setting is for soprano and alto solo duet, strings and continuo, and is approximately forty 
minutes in length. Dvořák’s grand, ninety-minute work for full orchestra, chorus and 
soloists is one of the largest, if not the largest, settings. MacMillan’s Stabat Mater is 
written for chorus and string orchestra, and approximately fifty minutes in length.47 
MacMillan also shares Dvořák’s personal connection to the text, with the composer’s loss 
																																																								
44 MacMillan, “Ancient and modern.” 
45 Ibid. 
46 Ibid. 
47 Though unlike the settings of Pergolesi and Dvořák, MacMillan treats the choral and orchestral 
forces as equal partners in the work, neither one playing a more prominent role in expressing this 
text. Such shared philosophy is demonstrated in the final soli section of the piece where the tenors 
and violoncellos share the last solo line with one another, passing it between choir and orchestra. 
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of all three of his children between 1876–1877 while composing his setting.48 
 
COMMISSION AND COMPOSITION 
 
John Studzinski, CBE, is an investment banker and notable philanthropist. He 
worked with Morgan Stanley and HSBC before becoming Vice Chairman of Investor 
Relations and Business Development at The Blackstone Group. His charity work focuses 
on homelessness, trafficking, slavery, and human rights. He was awarded the 
Commander of the Order of the British Empire in 2008 for his service to the arts and 
charity. 
In January of 2001, Studzinski founded the Genesis Foundation as a way to 
further support young artists and commission meaningful works. Since then, the 
foundation has donated over £10 million to young artists and partnered with multiple 
notable organizations, such as the London Academy of Dramatic Art, the Royal Court 
Theatre, The Sixteen, Young Vic, Welsh National Opera, and the Signature Theatre, and 
commissioned many artists, such as Isidora Žebeljan, Will Todd, Chris Levine, and Tarik 
O’Regan. 
Studzinski and the Genesis Foundation first commissioned MacMillan in 2008, 
along with Roxanna Panufnik and William Todd, to set the words of a prayer by Padre 
Pio. MacMillan’s Padre Pio’s Prayer (2008) was first performed by The Sixteen and 
conducted by Harry Christophers, in June 2008 at Westminster Cathedral, London, and 
recorded under the CORO label. Padre Pio (1887–1968) is unofficially known as the 
																																																								
48 Ethan Leonard Sperry, “Dvorak’s Stabat Mater: A Conductors Guide.” D.M.A. Dissertation, 
University of Southern California, 2000. 
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“patron saint of stress relief,” in accord with his most famous dictum, “Pray, hope and 
don’t worry.”  MacMillan set this Italian prayer in his own English translation as a work 
suitable for both service and concert use. 
 
MacMillan states that Studzinski is “a unique figure, combining his business 
success with his profound faith and desire to nurture young artists and to cultivate new 
audiences for music, opera and theatre.”49 However, MacMillan himself shares these 
same characteristics, often combining his work, faith, desire to nurture communities and 
young musicians, and speak out as a human rights activist. MacMillan further states that, 
“It was he [Studzinski] who suggested the Stabat mater to me as a text for a large-scale 
work. It stems from his belief that Mary’s grief at the foot of the Cross is recognizable to 
thousands, hundreds of thousands, of parents around the world, especially today in time 
of war and refugee crisis.”50 The idea to commission the work initially came to 
Studzinski after hearing a performance of Pergolesi’s setting.51 
MacMillan dedicated the work to John Studzinski “in appreciation for all that he 
does for music and the arts, as well as his inspiring humanitarian work.”52 MacMillan’s 
work with Studzinski, the Genesis Foundation, and The Sixteen started not with his own 
commission of the Stabat Mater, but that of three younger composers. Before 
commissioning the internationally renowned MacMillan, the Genesis Foundation hosted 
the “Stabat Mater 2014: Spirit, Strength & Sorrow” project where they commissioned 																																																								
49 Harriet Smith, program producer, “MacMillan Choral Music: Stabat Mater, Seven Angels, 
Miserere,” The Barbican (October 15, 2016), 16. 
50 Ibid., 16. 
51 Harry Christophers, Interview with Joshua W. Rohde, Boston, January 26, 2017. 
52 Smith, program “MacMillan Choral Music: Stabat Mater,” 16. 
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Tõnu Kõrvits, Alissa Firsova, Matthew Martin to set portions of the “Stabat Mater” text. 
Over the course of a series of workshops, MacMillan and Harry Christophers mentored 
the three younger composers on their own compositions. Their works were then 




MacMillan’s Stabat Mater was premiered in October 2016. The first performance 
took place in London as part of a daylong series of events, highlighting MacMillan’s 
work and music. Ex Cathedra and The Sixteen gave performances, with a pre-concert talk 
given by MacMillan, Jeffrey Skidmore, Harry Christophers and John Studzinski in 
conversation with Clemeny Burton-Hill.53 The world premiere of the Stabat Mater was 
followed by three more performances throughout England in October, and two 
performances in Scotland in March, as detailed below. The performances in March 2017 
were given in association with a month-long festival of MacMillan’s music centered in 
Glasgow and hosted by Glasgow Life.54 
  
																																																								
53 Smith, program “MacMillan Choral Music: Stabat Mater,” 2 
54 Ibid., 2. 
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 The Sixteen 
 Britten Sinfonia 
 Harry Christophers, conductor 
 
 MacMillan: Miserere (not performed Oct 16) 
 Tallis: Why fum’th in fight 
 Vaughan Williams: Fantasia on a Theme by Thomas Tallis 
 Britten: Prelude and Fugue (only performed Oct 16) 
 MacMillan: Stabat Mater 
   
Oct 15, 2016 at 7:30pm (world premiere) 
  Barbican Hall, London 
 
  Oct 16, 2016 at 7:30pm 
  Saffron Hall, Saffron Walden 
 
  Oct 18, 2016 at 7:30pm 
  St. Andrew’s Hall, Norwich 
 
  Oct 28, 2016 at 7:30pm 
  The Bridgewater Hall, Manchester 
 
 The Sixteen 
 Scottish Chamber Orchestra 
 Harry Christophers, conductor 
 James MacMillan, conductor 
 
 MacMillan: Tryst (conducted by MacMillan) 
 MacMillan: Stabat Mater (conducted by Christophers) 
 
  March 23, 2017 at 7:30pm (Scottish premiere) 
  Queen’s Hall, Edinburgh 
 
  March 24, 2017 at 7:30pm 
  Royal Concert Hall, Glasgow 






 The initial performances of MacMillan’s Stabat Mater were met with great 
success, high acclaim, and favorable reviews. 
MacMillan speaks of a ‘painful world of loss, violence, and spiritual 
desolation’, and those are the intense feelings packed into his score. Both 
sides of MacMillan are to be found here, the devotional and the painter of 
bold, dramatic canvases – the former in the ethereal writing for solo and 
ensemble voices, the latter in the lacerating blows and feverish anxieties 
depicted in the string ensemble.55 
 
It’s not often that the composer of a new work gets a standing ovation, but 
then every new work isn’t like James MacMillan’s Stabat Mater for 
chorus and string orchestra… The chorus’s plangent cries, carved with a 
scalpel, might have been expected – but what about the string commentary 
of stabbing chords, high-speed buzzings, sickening crescendos, growls and 
whispers?... from noble lament through fury and shriek to contemplative 
devotion.56 
 
Some listeners preferred The Seven Last Words, from the final high violin 
notes of which the Stabat Mater takes different directions; another I heard 
afterwards complaining that MacMillan’s usual components of 
fragmentary lyricism, pathos and aggression were business as usual, just in 
a different order. But there were new sounds here, striking melodic ideas 
and for me, at least, a total integrity and depth in the way they were 
assimilated. To judge from the intense audience silence nearly throughout, 
many others must have felt the same.57 
 
This grief-wracked Stabat Mater is no easy listen, but then MacMillan 
clearly did not mean it so.58 
 																																																								
55 Boosey and Hawkes, “James MacMillan: Stabat Mater reviews, CD and tour,” 
(February 2017) https://www.boosey.com/cr/news/James-MacMillan-Stabat-Mater-
reviews-CD-and-tour/100957 (accessed March 24, 2017). 
56 Boosey and Hawkes, “James MacMillan: Stabat Mater reviews, CD and tour.” 
57 David Nice, “MacMillan’s Stabat Mater, The Sixteen, Britten Sinfonia, Barbican Hall: Perfect 
world premiere of a spiritual masterpiece for choir and strings,” The Arts Desk (October 17, 
2016) http://www.theartsdesk.com/classical-music/macmillans-stabat-mater-sixteen-britten-
sinfonia-barbican-hall (accessed November 18, 2016). 
58 Richard Fairman, “MacMillan’s Stabat Mater, Barbican, London – review,” The Barbican 
(October 19, 2016) https://www.ft.com/content/6dfb1a6e-95e0-11e6-a1dc-bdf38d484582 
(accessed January 18, 2017). 
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Since the premiere, Harry Christophers has repeatedly and consistently spoken highly of 
the work and recording, stating that the Stabat Mater is “a masterpiece”59 that he believes 
will become a consistent work in the repertoire. He continued to praise the work, stating 
that being able to commission, premiere, and record such a magnificent piece of new 
music is a “once in a lifetime experience.”60  
																																																								
59 Christophers, interview, January 26, 2017. 
60 Ibid. 
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CHAPTER III: Compositional Influences 
 
 
The characteristics of MacMillan’s compositions can be broken into three 
categories: influences, use of musical metaphors, and compositional techniques. The 
impact and development of his influences can be traced throughout his career. These 
influences include MacMillan’s Scottish heritage, Catholic faith, social consciousness, 
and study of conservative and modernist practices. His use of musical metaphors varies 
depending on the subject of the composition, but often provide layers of powerful 
symbolism to his music. Finally, MacMillan’s compositional techniques complete the 
description of creating his compositional voice through his use of tonality, structure, 





 In the opening statements on Scottish music in Grove Music Online Dictionary, 
Kenneth Elliot states that, “Any account of music in Scotland must inevitably be halting 
and fragmentary, not only because of the ravages of time and the lack of sources but also 
because of powerful and even destructive political, religious and social factors.”61 Due to 
the difficult and often disturbed social and political climate in Scotland throughout 
history, Scottish classical music did not develop in the same sense as most of Europe. 
After Scotland’s struggle for independence in the 14th Century, the establishment of the 
country’s own universities in the 15th Century, such as St. Andrews, Glasgow, Aberdeen, 
																																																								
61 Kenneth Elliot, et al., “Scotland,” Grove Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed 
January 9, 2017, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40113 
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and others, played an important role in the founding of their own collegiate chapels and 
centers for music making. The imitative and polyphonic music of Burgundian and 
Netherlandish high Renaissance composers, such as DuFay, was performed in these 
chapels and recorded in their early 16th Century choirbooks. Displaying a similarity of 
style to mainland European music, the masses and motets of Scottish composer Robert 
Carver were also recorded in these same choirbooks.62 The highly developed music of 
Carver, Scotland’s most notable Renaissance composer, however, was quickly put aside 
with the Reformation and change in the country’s religion in 1560. With the dramatic 
shift to a Protestant country, Carver became the last prominent Catholic composer in 
Scotland until the 20th Century. 
 After the union of the Scottish and English crowns in 1603, James VI left 
Edinburgh for London and took his court and musicians with him. Due to the 
fragmentation of court culture and religious chapels, Scottish composition declined 
throughout the 17th Century. In its absence, folk music became more prevalent and was 
disseminated in printed form for the first time, even though the tradition had already 
existed aurally.63 MacMillan described the phenomenon and development of folk music 
at this time in Scotland’s history: 
Into that vacuum developed the very intricate forms of bagpipe playing 
called pibroch, which is our classical music. And other forms of music 
filled that vacuum. Wonderful, strange, complex music like Gaelic psalm 
singing, which is a highly developed, highly ornamented form of singing 
the psalms in the free churches in the west which has attracted a lot of 
attention internationally and contemporaneously because it’s so strange. 
And obviously, the social music making flourished, the music for dancing, 																																																								
62 Elliot, “Scotland” 
63 Ibid. 
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music for social interaction, the little music. Ceòl mór and ceòl beag is 
what we call it in Gaelic. Ceòl mór is the big music, and ceòl beag is the 
little music. The little music has always been very strong and had a social 
function. Those musics are marked by certain archetypes. There are drones 
in Scottish music because of the pipes, there’s a lot of ornamentation of 
line, whether it’s the pipes or the way that the fiddle is played, but even 
vocal music is highly ornamented. So this is all Scottish. There’s a 
modality about Scottish music. You get in Gaelic music from the isles, and 
the west, northwest, pentatonicism. All those things are not unrelated to 
other indigenous vernacular musics you find in other countries, but they 
do have a Scottish flavor and I accept that as unmistakable, and I’m still 
quite fascinated by those.64 
 
In essence, folk music developed in place of the Baroque, Classical, and early 
Romantic Periods of Western Classical music in Europe. Following the dearth of 
classical music in the 17th Century, the stability of social and economic conditions in the 
later 18th and 19th Centuries produced a regrowth in musical societies and concerts in 
major cities.65 Nationalist composers began to emerge, and a number of well-regarded 
composers, both native and foreign, settled in Scotland throughout the 20th Century. 
Amongst the composers who, like MacMillan, drew on the country’s culture for 
inspiration were Lyell Cresswell, Peter Maxwell Davies, Kenneth Leighton, MacMillan, 
John McLeod, Thea Musgrave, and Judith Weir. A duality of folk music and rebirth of 
classical music existed, and the two worlds often intersected. 
Composers began to be interested in Scottish traditional music. Not in 
necessarily a kind of antiquarian way, not making a genuflection to the 
past, but in a way to rediscover what their roots were. But being 
composers they didn’t want to just put the music in inverted commas like 
a quotation mark, they started to do things with it…making something 
new out of it.66 
 																																																								
64 Alvey, “Spirituality and Scottish Identity in the Selected Works of James MacMillan,” 80–81. 
65 Elliot, “Scotland”. 
66 Alvey, “Spirituality and Scottish Identity in the Selected Works of James MacMillan,” 84. 
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The influence of Scottish culture can be seen throughout MacMillan’s repertoire, 
an iconic stamp on his compositional voice seen through text, subject matter, and musical 
gesture. Many of the texts he has set are in the dialect of older broad Scots and inspire 
levels of imagery in his music. Using poems by Scotland’s most famous poet, Robert 
Burns, MacMillan has composed So Deep (1992),67 The Gallant Weaver (1997),68 and 
the longer Lament of Mary, Queen of Scots (2008).69 The Tryst, a poem by early 20th 
Century Scottish poet William Soutar, has been the inspiration for a series of 
MacMillan’s compositions. Written in broad Scots, MacMillan initially set the text in 
1984 as an old Scottish ballad, which he performed in clubs and bars with his folk group 
Broadstone. The melody then took on other forms and developments, serving as a 
personal and intimate voice for MacMillan. The melody can be seen set simply for 
soprano and accompaniment in the Scots Song (1991); as the head motive and final 
chorale in the a cappella setting of Psalm 51, titled Miserere (2009); deconstructed and 
ornamented in the instrumental works After the Tryst (1988), Tryst (1989), and Before the 
Tryst (2016); the melody of the Credo in MacMillan’s musical theatre work Búsqueda 
(1998) which sets poems from the Mothers of the Disappearance with the Mass text; and 
in his simple congregational setting of St. Anne’s Mass (1985). As MacMillan describes, 
Soutar’s text and the Scottish melody contain the emotional basis for these works. The 
tune carries the strong associations of “commitment, sanctity, intimacy, faith, love, but it 
																																																								
67 So Deep (1992) is an arrangement of Robert Burns’ O my luve’s like a red, red rose for chorus 
with optional oboe & viola solos. 
68 The Gallant Weaver (1997) is a work for a cappella choir, using Burns’ poem of the same title. 
69 Written to celebrate the 250th anniversary of Burns birth, for soprano, tenor and piano trio. 
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is also saturated with a sadness as if all these things are about to expire.”70 
 Beyond setting Scottish poems, MacMillan has placed multiple Scottish subjects 
at the center of his instrumental works. Examples of such subject matter include 
orchestral works The Confession of Isobel Gowdie (1990) and The Berserking (1990). 
Expanding on the history of Scottish music, MacMillan incorporates elements of both 
folk and sacred music into his contemporary compositions, as seen in the quotations of 
folk elements and the music of Robert Carver in his Symphony No. 4 (2014–15). 
MacMillan states that the incorporation of traditional Scottish folk music into his 
compositional voice was at first intentional, but now second nature: 
It was very intentional and very conscious in the early days, such as when 
I was writing Isobel Gowdie. But what I think has happened is that I’ve 
done it so much that it’s become subconscious and second nature, so that I 
do it almost without thinking… the influence of Scottishness is subliminal; 
it’s under the skin now without having to think too much about it.71 
 
The incorporation of these traditional Scottish folk elements can be seen throughout 
MacMillan’s compositional output. Examples of folk influence are included in both the 
Seven Last Words from the Cross, which was composed earlier in his career when he was 
“very intentional and very conscious”72 of such components, and the Stabat Mater, a 
recent work where such elements are subconscious. 
The musical folk elements incorporated into MacMillan’s compositional language 
include the use of drones, ornamented melodic lines, modality, and reflections of Gaelic 
psalm singing. Often many of these elements are used simultaneously, as demonstrated in 
																																																								
70 James MacMillan, Tryst, London: Boosey and Hawkes Music Publishers, Ltd., 1989. 
71 Alvey, “Spirituality and Scottish Identity in the Selected Works of James MacMillan,” 88. 
72 Ibid., 88. 
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A New Song (1997). The mode used in this work is E Dorian, as clearly stated through the 
linear ascending and descending melodic lines of the three “A sections” in the work. This 
modal melody is accompanied by a series of drones, first subtly played by the organ and 
later accentuated by the lower voices. This combination of a modal melody over a drone 
provides a direct allusion to traditional bagpipe music.  
The consequent “B sections” incorporate Scottish ornamentation, employing both 
“Scotch snaps” and pibroch features. A scotch snap is defined as a melodic figure 
consisting of a stressed sixteenth-note followed by an unstressed dotted eighth-note, 
usually in association of a melodic rise or fall by step.73 More elaborate than the scotch 
snap, pibroch is a further form or melodic ornamentation which developed out of the 
Highland bagpipe tradition of ceòl mór, or “great music.”74 Such ornamentation employs 
multiple gracenotes before the principal pitch, often played in a series with expanding 
intervals to reflect the increased intensity throughout the melodic line. In similar fashion 
to the scotch snap, the ornamental gracenotes found in pibroch are accented and played 
on the beat. 
																																																								
73 David Johnson, “Scotch snap.” Grove Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed 
January 9, 2017, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/25244. 




Musical Example No. 1: Pibroch75 
 
MacMillan incorporates both types of ornamentation in the “B section” of A New Song 
amidst a canonic layered texture of voices, referencing folk singing.76 
Further examples of MacMillan’s purposeful implementation of traditional 
Scottish elements into his music can be found in the setting of poetry by Robert Burns 
and William Soutar in The Gallant Weaver and Scots Song, as displayed below with 




75 David Hester, “Na Crahinin,” Alt Pibroch Club – Learning Living Pibroch (August 20) 2015, 
http://www.altpibroch.com/learning/na-crahinin (accessed January 18, 2017). 




ornamentation figures used in Pibroch including the Siubhal, 33  Dithis 34 , Leumluath, 35 
Taorluath36 and Crunluath.37 Example 4 and 5 shows an example from Pibroch and an example 
from Videns Dominus, both of which use ornamentations. 
 
Example 4: Pibroch 
 
 
Example 5: Ornamentations, measures 24-26, Videns Dominus by James MacMillan 
 
                                                          
33 A variation in which the theme note is preceded by the tonic A each time. (MacNeill, Seumas, and John 
MacFadyen. Piobaireachd: The Classical Music of the Highland Bagpipe. London: BBC, 1969. Sound recording) 
34 Ibid, A variation in which the theme note is followed by the tonic A each time 
35 Ibid, A leaping section where the theme note is followed is by a grip to the E 
36 Ibid, A combination of four grace notes 
37 Ibid, A combination of seven grace notes 
Kenneth Elliott, et al. “Scotland.” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online. Oxford University Press, Web. 21 
May. 2015. <http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/40113>. 
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Musical Example No. 3: The Gallant Weaver 
 
 
Musical Example No. 4: Scots Song melody 
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As MacMillan describes Gaelic psalm singing, “a precentor leads the singing and 
the voices follow in almost canonic fashion heterophonically masking and ghosting the 
line.”77 This effect is seen both during the final “A section” of A New Song, between the 
soprano and tenor lines which follow each other canonically, and represented again 
during the consequent imitative “B sections.” Ornamentation is an additional element of 
Gaelic psalm singing. Not expected to establish uniformity, each singer is free to 
embellish the melodic line individually, often incorporating the bending of pitches and 
adding glissandi for expressive purposes.78 While not fully represented in A New Song, 
this Gaelic writing is most directly incorporated into Kiss on Wood and the final 
orchestral postlude of the Seven Last Words from the Cross. 
Use of Scottish folk elements are found in the opening melody of the Seven Last 
Words from the Cross. Set over a sustained F# drone played in the violins, the sopranos 
and altos sing an ascending F# Phrygian melodic line, reminiscent of the opening of A 
New Song. The use of drones continues to play a prominent role throughout the texture of 
the work, as seen in movements two, three, four, and five. 
																																																								
77 James MacMillan, Interview with Joshua W. Rohde, Pittsburgh, January 21, 2017. 
78 Kingsbury, “A New Song.” 
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Musical Example No. 5: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt I, mm. 15–20 
 34 
 
Musical Example No. 6: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt III, mm. 1–11 
 
 
MacMillan again uses drones throughout the Stabat Mater, though employing 
them as a more advanced modified technique. Instead of the drone being merely a 
sustained single tone held throughout the duration of a movement or section, MacMillan 
often uses the technique as connective tissue, as seen by the sustained E of the low basses 
which anticipates the return of the opening choral material in Movement I, mm 119–126. 
Additionally, instead of sustaining a single pitch, he uses a full C# minor triad to 
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accompany the melodic line of the fourth stanza of text before moving into aleatoric 
material. 
 
Musical Example No. 7: Stabat Mater, Mvt I, mm. 141–144 
 
 
Modified sustained pedals are further used throughout the work, but often morph into 
elongated melodic lines or oscillating figures. The four most traditional uses of drones are 
found near the end of the work, accompanying tender moments of text such as the final 
bass lament at the end of Movement III, mm. 144–163 “Virgo virginum,” the repeated 
unison statement at the beginning of Movement IV, mm. 38–45 “Fac us portem,” and 
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then the final tenor soli mm. 137–157 “Christe, cum sit hinc,” which leads to the brief 
vision of paradise, mm. 195–201. 
 
Musical Example No. 8: Stabat Mater, Mvt III, mm. 146–157 
 
 MacMillan’s incorporation of melodic folk ornamentation is most clearly seen in 
the third and fourth movements of the Seven Last Words from the Cross, pervasive 
throughout multiple choral and orchestral parts. 
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Musical Example No. 9: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt III, mm. 30–41 
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Musical Example No. 10: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt III, mm. 91–98 
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Musical Example No. 12: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt IV, mm. 53–54  
 
 
Further melodic folk ornamentation is seen in the final orchestral postlude at the 
end of the work. A direct representation of Gaelic psalm singing is seen between the first 
and second violins, which follow each other in canonic fashion. The lines are further 
embellished with the incorporation of glissandi and repetitive uses of pibroch 
ornamentation for expressive purposes. Regarding this final moment of the work, 
MacMillan states: 
In setting such texts it is vital to maintain some emotional objectivity in 
order to control musical expression in the way that the Good Friday liturgy 
is a ritualistic containment of grief. Nevertheless it is inspiring when one 
witnesses people weep real tears on Good Friday as if the death of Christ 
was a personal tragedy. In this final movement, with its long instrumental 
postlude, the liturgical detachment breaks down and gives way to a more 
personal reflection: hence the resonance here of Scottish traditional lament 
music.79 
 
Similar examples of canonic Gaelic psalm textures are found throughout the 
Stabat Mater. Opposed to the direct personal and religious application of the technique at 
the end of the Seven Last Words from the Cross, however, MacMillan here uses the 
																																																								
79 James MacMillan, Seven Last Words from the Cross: CD liner notes, Performed by Polyphony 
and London Chamber Orchestra, James MacMillan, conductor. London: Catalyst, BMG Records, 
1994, 9. 
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technique as a textural device. The layering of canonic voices creates a larger 
atmosphere, such as seen with the layering of voices in The Gallant Weaver Musical 
Examples No. 2 and 3. Similar in technique and result, canons and imitation developed 
throughout the Western classical tradition, as opposed to the unique tradition of Gaelic 
psalm singing, which developed as a local folk phenomenon.80 
 




Musical Example No. 14: Stabat Mater, Mvt III, mm. 82–85 																																																								
80 The violin fanfares in the first movement of the Seven Last Words from the Cross are created 
using a canonic technique. Initially at a large distance of five and one–half measures apart (or 
eleven half measures), the second violin closes the distance throughout the movement until the 
two parts are playing in harmony with one another. 
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Musical Example No. 15: Stabat Mater, Mvt II, mm. 27–30 
 
 
 Describing his artistic mission as a Scottish composer, MacMillan stated, “If I 
have a mission I think this must involve acts of remembrance, of recollection, of 
rediscovery of our past, or re-animation of our heritage, of a reawakening of our 
culture.”81 MacMillan has recollected his country’s history through his selection of text 
and subject matter, and through the assimilation of Scottish folk music into his 




81 James MacMillan, “Scotland’s Shame,” Scotland’s Shame? T.M. Devine, ed. Mainstream 





 As seen with the influence of Scottish culture, MacMillan’s Catholic faith has 
also had a considerable impact on the texts, subject matter, and musical aspects of his 
compositions. The numerous religious texts MacMillan has set to music is the most direct 
illustration of the importance of his Catholic faith. This influence can be seen in many of 
his choral works such as the Seven Last Words from the Cross (1993), Magnificat (1999), 
fourteen Strathclyde Motets (2005–2010), St. John Passion (2007), St. Luke Passion 
(2013), and many other works. Despite their lack of spoken text, many instrumental 
works also bare religious significance, such as Veni, Veni, Emmanuel (1992), a concerto 
for percussion and orchestra; and MacMillan’s multiple work collection Triduum, which 
includes: The World’s Ransoming (1995–96), a concerto for cor anglais and orchestra; a 
Cello Concerto (1996); and Symphony – Vigil (1997), which focus on the three holy days 
of Easter. 
 MacMillan’s early compositional career was dramatically affected by his 
association with, and beliefs in, Liberation Theology. This movement evolved within the 
Latin-American Catholic Church in the 1960s as a response to the economic, cultural, 
and religious turmoil that followed World War II and subsequent Cold War. Stating the 
contemporary relevance of the Gospels, the religious movement worked for political and 
social change, citing the basic needs of food, health, safety, and shelter for so many.82 
MacMillan was exposed to this movement by Father Gilbert Markus, a classmate of 
																																																								
82 Kingsbury, “The Early Choral Music of James MacMillan: 1983–1993,” 165. 
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MacMillan’s from the University of Edinburgh and parish priest in Glasgow.83 Father 
Markus was known as “Scotland’s liberation theologian” 84 and worked in both 
Nicaragua and El Salvador as part of the movement. MacMillan states that he was drawn 
to Liberation Theology through its connection to what he feels are traditional Catholic 
beliefs and examples found in Scripture of caring for those in need. 
I don’t see liberation theology as a kind of new-fangled, trendy left-wing 
alternative to normal theology, but rather as something that is very 
traditional. It’s in the bricks of the scriptures and the Christian tradition, 
it’s right there at the very beginning in the gospels and also in the 
prophetic texts of the Old Testament and seems to me to be an essential 
part of what the Christian tradition is all about. It strikes me that to be a 
traditional Catholic is to be interested in Liberation Theology.85 
 
He further was moved by the way the theology identified with ordinary people, their 
struggles, and the beliefs of the still present nature of Christ and his crucifixion. 
The crucified Christ is not some distant, iconic notion, it has always been 
something which for me resonates in everything. I see it in political 
repression, and if that’s the case, it’s no surprise that for me it expresses 
itself in music of violence and conflict rather than in music of transcendent 
serenity.86 
 
It’s something that I have been strongly drawn to because it’s a theology 
which engages with the everyday. It’s not an artificial thing, it seems to 
find theological analysis in the lives of ordinary people who struggle 
against structural forces which are too powerful for them and which have 
become malign.87 
 
MacMillan’s beliefs and involvement in Liberation Theology manifested itself in many 
of his compositions in the late 1980s and early 1990s, such as Búsqueda (1988) and 																																																								
83 Joan Bakewell, “James MacMillan: ‘Inspiration has a divine dimension’,” In Belief, Duckworth 
Overlook: London, 2005, 119–129. 
84 Ibid. 
85 MacMillan, Johnson and Sutton, “On the Music of James MacMillan: Raising Sparks,” 16. 
86 Johnson, “Harnessing Extremes,” 17. 
87 MacMillan, Johnson and Sutton, “On the Music of James MacMillan: Raising Sparks,” 16. 
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Cantos Sagrados (1989). 
 The consistency of Catholicism has always been present in his compositional 
output, but MacMillan’s beliefs have changed focus since this earlier period. Moving 
away from Liberation Theology, many of his religious works now focus on solely 
liturgical meaning and significance, and lack direct political connotation. If anything, 
they speak more to humanitarian efforts and a desire for a better world on a larger sense, 
such as the connection between A European Requiem (2015) and Brexit, and the Stabat 
Mater and its connection to human trafficking and modern warfare. 
 MacMillan’s instrumental works have also, in a sense, moved away from some of 
their direct religious and programmatic subject matter. Earlier orchestral works such as 
the Triduum, Veni, Veni Emmanuel, and his first three symphonies carry extra-musical 
connotations. Though MacMillan’s most recent Symphony No. 4 (2014–15) has been 
billed as an “essentially abstract”88 work with ritualistic associations. Not purely abstract, 
MacMillan’s religious sense is more subconscious than programmatic. Commenting on 
the religious associations in the work, he states that: 
In the Fourth Symphony, I at least acknowledge that there’s something, 
there’s an attempt to try to absorb a lifetime of interest and involvement in 
liturgy into what I do as an abstract composer. So the Fourth Symphony 
isn’t liturgical music, but it’s imbued with a kind of memory or experience 
of ritual that one associates with liturgy. And there’s no need to say as 
much as that, even in the program note, although I do mention certain 
types of rituals associated with liturgy. That become the basis of the 
musical germination, as it were, of the work.89 
 																																																								
88 Boosey and Hawkes, “James MacMillan: Symphony No. 4,” 
http://www.boosey.com/cr/music/James-MacMillan-Symphony-No-4/58307 (accessed January 
18, 2017). 
89 Alvey, “Spirituality and Scottish Identity in the Selected Works of James MacMillan,” 41–42. 
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This “basis of musical germination” is the architecture of the Mass, with its natural 
reflective moments and crescendos to the Gospel reading and Eucharist. MacMillan 
further inserts direct quotes from Scotland’s most important Catholic composer of the 
Renaissance, Robert Carver, into the symphony. 
 For MacMillan, Scottish culture and faith are often one in the same. This is 
directly seen through the pervasive Scottish ornamentation used in many of MacMillan’s 
sacred works. This connection between Scottish culture and faith runs deeper, as 
displayed through MacMillan’s fascination with William Soutar’s poem “The Tryst.” A 
secular text in broad Scots, which MacMillan set as a simple tune employing folk 
characteristics, has become the foundation of many of his religious compositions. This 
music could be nothing more than merely a folk tune, but as he describes, the tune carries 
the strong associations of faith, commitment, and bittersweet love.90 Consequently, 
MacMillan has used this tune when setting profoundly theological texts, such as Psalm 51 
in his Miserere, the Credo in Búsqueda, and prominently in St. Anne’s Mass. 
 MacMillan also chose the most significant moment of his first large sacred work, 
when Jesus dies in the Seven Last Words from the Cross, to engage the most exclusively 
Scottish technique he knows—Gaelic psalm singing. Showing the personal importance of 
Scottish music in respects to his own beliefs, MacMillan states, “In this final movement, 
with its long instrumental postlude, the liturgical detachment breaks down and gives way 
to a more personal reflection: hence the resonance here of Scottish traditional lament 
																																																								
90 MacMillan, Tryst. 
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music.”91  
 The influence of MacMillan’s Catholic faith has been incorporated into the Seven 
Last Words from the Cross and Stabat Mater on many levels and is discussed in more 
depth in the following chapters. Such discussion will involve MacMillan’s selection and 
understanding of religious texts and implementation of musical devices associated with 
the church. Such musical devices including the use of chant melodies, chorales, white-









If an artist didn’t have a social conscience there might be some problem, 
but it doesn’t necessarily need to feed into the music all the time, or 
indeed the art. It can sometimes. With music it’s more difficult 
because…it’s an abstract form, essentially. Except you know when music 
and text combine, you can reach a wider group of people and touch on 
some subjects that are not necessarily abstract, such as politics and so on.92 
 
MacMillan has a desire to give a voice to many social issues around the globe. 
MacMillan addresses many issues by relating his music to people who have been 
persecuted for their faith, a problem MacMillan experiences first-hand in his native 
country. In this way, Scotland has provided MacMillan with more than merely a series of 
trademark musical expressions that relate to folk music. Beyond snap ornamentation and 
the sounds of bagpipes, Scotland has also stimulated the basis for his worldview and need 
for reconciliation. 
 
Much of MacMillan’s understanding for prejudice and pain comes from the deep-
rooted issues between Catholics and Protestants in Scotland. Such issues started with a 
divide from the Reformation in the 16th Century and only grew worse with the migration 
of Irish Catholics to Scotland in the mid-19th Century due to poor economic conditions in 
Ireland.93 While immensely proud of his Scottish nationality, MacMillan comes from 
Irish Catholic ancestors.94 An issue that has been largely ignored, MacMillan spoke out 
publicly in August 1999 in his speech “Scotland’s Shame.”95 The speech was “one of the 
																																																								
92 Alvey, “Spirituality and Scottish Identity in the Selected Works of James MacMillan,” 11–12. 
93 MacMillan, “Scotland’s Shame,” 14–15. 
94 MacMillan, “Worthy is the Lamb that was slain,” Celtic Minded, 214. 
95 MacMillan, “Scotland’s Shame”. 
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most controversial lectures of recent times”96 as MacMillan pronounced Scotland a 
country guilty of “sleep-walking bigotry,”97 citing multiple hate crimes and murders 
waged against Scottish Catholics due to religious beliefs.98 He further followed up his 
initial lecture with related publications such as “I had not thought about it like that 
before”99 and three letters in the football-based publication Celtic Minded, edited by 
Joseph M. Bradley. 
MacMillan believes that reconciliation and acceptance of one another is 
necessary, and therefore he has a desire to express himself and speak out for those who 
lack a voice. Influenced by his beliefs in Libertarian Theology, MacMillan draws 
attention to religious persecution in Argentina through his earlier works Búsqueda (1988) 
and Cantos Sagrados (1989), both works which pair contemporary poetry and sacred 
texts. These works depict the political oppression and violence against Catholics in Latin 
America who were kidnapped and murdered without justice. Though MacMillan’s music 
does more than merely describe these awful events. These works humanize both the 
oppressed and the persecutors, as can be seen in the closing moments of Cantos 
Sagrados, where a soldier asks for forgiveness in the moments before he executes a 
prisoner. This representation of awareness and show of mercy for one another can also be 
seen in the Confession of Isobel Gowdie, which reflects an often-overlooked tragedy of 
Scotland’s past.  
 																																																								
96 MacMillan, “Scotland’s Shame,” backcover matter. 
97 Ibid., 15. 
98 Ibid., 15–18. 
99 Ibid., 265–270. 
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It is an extraordinary fact that in the centuries before the Reformation the number 
of known executions for witchcraft in Scotland was in single figures; but in the 
years between 1560 and 1707 as many as 4,500 Scots perished because their 
contemporaries thought they were witches. … And so Scotland’s experiences 
with witch-hunting can be seen as defensive responses to the fear of alien 
traditions and cultures, and to the more basic fear of those who were different 
from the majority.100 
 
The hope for reconciliation and desire for a pluralist society in Scotland is even more 
directly exemplified in MacMillan’s The Berserking (1990), a concerto for piano and 
orchestra. As MacMillan describes: 
“Berserkers” were special warriors common to the Vikings and the ancient Celtic 
tribes, who would work themselves into a frenzy with mead, mushrooms and 
hyperventilation to achieve performances of ferocious courage in battle. Although 
deadly in combat, the berserking process was paradoxically a suicidal one since, 
having lost their senses, they were vulnerable to a more stealthy attack. As a Scot 
living in the modern world this behaviour seems very familiar! I see its 
pointlessness as resembling the Scots’ seeming facility for shooting themselves in 
the foot in political and, for that matter, in sporting endeavours. … The 
relationship between soloist and orchestra changes from section to section. In the 
opening fast music they are in argument and opposition most of the time, each 
striving to dominate. In the slow section the piano is very much to the fore and in 
the final quick section they become equal partners, much of the time in unison 
and with frequent interlocking of fragments. The final section eventually reaches 
a more ‘meaningful’ resolution.101 
 
Notably, the above cited works and publications addressing MacMillan’s social 
consciousness all come from a prolific, but short, duration of MacMillan’s compositional 
output found early in his career, between 1988–1990. Shortly after this period, such direct 
connection to social issues largely faded from MacMillan’s work. In a recent interview, 
																																																								
100 James MacMillan, “The Confession of Isobel Gowdie,” Boosey and Hawkes, 
http://www.boosey.com/cr/music/James-MacMillan-The-Confession-of-Isobel-Gowdie/3115 
(accessed January 18, 2017). 
101 James MacMillan, “The Berserking,” Boosey and Hawkes, 
http://www.boosey.com/cr/music/James-MacMillan-The-Berserking/6452 (accessed January 18, 
2017). 
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twenty-five years after this period, MacMillan commented on the influence of social 
consciousness in his music: 
There are a couple of pieces that you could say relate to some kind of social 
awareness, in a contemporary sense, but I’m just the same as anybody else. I 
don’t think that’s very noteworthy. One can be affected by events and processes 
in one’s own time and one can respond to it or not in music. I haven’t done it too 
often, but I like to think like most people I have a heart, and that can be a 
motivating factor in making music too, sometimes. But the issue is…music is the 
most abstract of the arts. It’s the one thing that doesn’t need all these other things 
when it comes down to it.102 
 
In many ways, MacMillan’s recent output has not been as politically charged as 
some his earlier works. Much of his music since this time can be viewed as either 
religious, folk inspired, or abstract instrumental works that do not contain contemporary 
social commentary. Though MacMillan’s desire to speak out on the behalf of social 
issues has not entirely gone away. Many of the texts he sets continue to focus on the need 
of forgiveness and understanding of one another, as exemplified in his powerful choral 
anthem Nemo te condemnavit (2005). As with the implementation of Scottish folk 
devices, which became “second nature”103 and part of MacMillan’s compositional voice 
instead of mere surface-level quotations, so has MacMillan’s social consciousness found 
a deeper root in his music. In the program note for A European Requiem (2015), 
MacMillan states: 
Whereas Brahms stepped out of line to use German texts overtly in Ein 
deutsches Requiem, it may be somewhat ironic that the language I feel 
drawn back to is Latin, which represents for me the common European 
language that existed before nationalist barriers were erected. It was the 
lingua franca used by the European founding fathers, whether in Roman 
times or in the Church, and provided a source of common identity for a 																																																								
102 Alvey, “Spirituality and Scottish Identity in the Selected Works of James MacMillan,” 11. 
103 Ibid., 88. 
 51 
millennium and a half, in international relations, education and the sharing 
of ideas. Setting texts in Latin may now seem counter-cultural to many, 
but for me it represents the ideal rediscovering of our common heritage.104 
 
Though he does not state it directly in the program note, MacMillan alludes to the 
division and struggles throughout Europe and the United Kingdom, leading up to and 
following the Brexit. Viewed within this context, the desire to write a work using a 
musical “form that composers have turned to when they identify with a sense of loss,” 
while employing the language that MacMillan feels represents Europe “before nationalist 
barriers were erected,” suddenly the work carries a greater sense of social consciousness 
than before.105 
While the direct commentary on issues may have faded, the essence and “heart” 
behind MacMillan’s music has remained a consistent thread. The violent scenes followed 
by the need to express forgiveness is ever present. This desire to show compassion for 
one another and yearning to speak up for those who suffer in silence is seen in both the 
Seven Last Words from the Cross and Stabat Mater. Spoken in the first of Jesus’ 
sentences in the Seven Last Words from the Cross, forgiveness is a central theme and 
reiterated throughout the work. Furthermore, the Stabat Mater was intended from its 
commission to connect to humanitarian efforts related to those who suffer around the 
world. A poem describing the anguish of a parent who experiences the loss of their child, 
the text relates to those who have lost loved ones. MacMillan and John Studzinski 
specifically cite the issues of war and human trafficking that plague our world today and 																																																								
104 James MacMillan, “A European Requiem,” Boosey and Hawkes, 
http://www.boosey.com/cr/music/James-MacMillan-A-European-Requiem/100418&langid=1 
(accessed January 18, 2017). 
105 Ibid. 
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take children away from their parents, hoping that MacMillan’s Stabat Mater can help to 
give a voice to such an issue.106  
																																																								
106 MacMillan, interview, January 21, 2017. 
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CONSERVATIVE AND MODERNIST TECHNIQUES 
 
 MacMillan’s compositional style is closely attached to his development and 
biographical influences from a young composer to today. As a student at the Universities 
of Edinburgh and Durham, he was exposed to modern techniques and the music of many 
20th Century composers, such as Stravinsky, Webern, Messiaen, Carter, Lutosławski, 
Boulez, Gubaidulina, and Birtwistle. The completion of his Ph.D. in 1987 and move back 
to Scotland in the summer of 1988 marked a turning point in his career and a likely 
catalyst for the development of what would become his individual compositional 
voice.107 Moving away from pure academic modernism,”108 MacMillan began to 
purposely incorporate the influences of Scottish folk music and Catholicism into his 
work. They sparked a change from the “very serious and abstract business of writing 
music…the barriers… dissolved and I began to realize that there was a possibility of 
allowing the political, or the vernacular, or indeed, the spiritual dimension again in the 
music and that was a liberating thing for me.”109 The result was a blending of these 
influences and development of MacMillan’s mature compositional voice. This led 
Dominic Peter Wells to describe MacMillan as a “retrospective modernist” due to “the 
emphasis he places on the relationship between past traditions and the present.”110 
 Many of the traditional conservative practices incorporated into MacMillan’s 
music come from the influences of his Scottish heritage and Catholic faith, as described 
																																																								
107 Potter, “A New Celtic Dawn?” 13. 
108 Stephen Johnson, “Harnessing Extremes,” Gramophone, Vol. 72 (May 1995), 14. 
109 Kingsbury, “The Early Choral Music of James MacMillan: 1983–1993,” 114. 
110 Wells, “James MacMillan: Retrospective Modernist,” ii. 
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above. They involve the use of musical devices such as chant and folk melodies, 
chorales, imitation, drones, and Scottish ornamentation. These techniques come from 
MacMillan’s study and appreciation of music by composers such as Josquin, Carver, 
Palestrina, and Bach, along with the study and performance of Scottish folk music and 
Gaelic psalm singing. 
 MacMillan incorporates modernist techniques next to such conservative practices, 
as seen in A New Song, where iconic folk elements are accompanied by modern aleatoric 
devices used in the organ. This short choral anthem is one of many examples that 
demonstrates MacMillan’s multi-dimensional incorporation of diverse conservative and 
modernist elements to create his individual compositional voice. Throughout 
MacMillan’s repertoire, he prominently uses three modernist approaches: twelve-tone, 
aleatoric, and extended techniques. 
Keith Potter states that, “despite having always been bored by the processes 
involved in serialism, MacMillan draws on the twelve-note method to organize melodic 
writing”111 in many of his works. The key to this statement being the “processes” of 
serialism, as opposed to the twelve-note system itself. Drawn to the complete aggregate 
of all twelve tones, MacMillan uses the system freely as expressive tools. Such writing 
can be seen in the chromaticism applied to the orchestral writing in the second movement 
of the Seven Last Words from the Cross and the “hammer blows” in the sixth movement. 
Musical Example No. 16 demonstrates MacMillan’s ability to use the twelve-tone system 
																																																								
111 Potter, “A New Celtic Dawn?” 15. 
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melodically, while he uses the complete aggregate in a single repeated chord in Musical 
Example No. 17. 
 
Musical Example No. 16: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt II, mm. 57–58 
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Musical Example No. 17: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt VI, mm. 1–3 
 
 
The mature writing of the Stabat Mater displays a considerably more advanced 
and pervasive use of chromaticism than the Seven Last Words from the Cross. The 
opening violin solo exhibits MacMillan’s fascination with the twelve-tone system. In 
describing the conception of this tune and initial work on the Stabat Mater, MacMillan 
stated, “Now I’m basically a modernist when it comes down to it. I have a great affection 
for the twelve-note system. I began to think, how can this be used in a way that throws 
the whole twelve pitches into a way that gets them to work immediately”112 in this piece.  
 
																																																								
112 MacMillan, interview, January 21, 2017. 
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Musical Example No. 18: Stabat Mater, Mvt I, mm. 1–13 
 
 
In the interview, MacMillan then further commented generally about his use of the 
twelve-tone system. 
I do think in the way of twelve pitches, but also in the way of 
complementarity all the time. If you use five pitches in a moment, in a 
melody or harmonic field, immediately in my mind I turn to the pitches I 
haven’t used, the other seven as it were, and how that might provide a 
counterpart or consequence to the phrase. These are the things going on in 
my mind all the time. Certainly, trying to get a melodic line out of as 
many pitches as possible is still something I work on. For example, with a 
piece I’m working on right now, a setting of a George Herbert poem, 
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‘Love bade me welcome’. It may be more of a subterranean thing, but it’s 
still there.113 
 
The use of the complete chromatic aggregate is seen throughout each movement of the 
Stabat Mater, with chromatic melodic lines and accompanying cluster chords. 
 MacMillan uses aleatoric devices in his music, often to create a distinctive 
atmosphere through an accompanimental figure or short melodic phrases. The simplest 
use of this feature is found in the fifth movement of the Seven Last Words from the Cross, 
with the randomized chant expressions of the choir. Here the choir is instructed to repeat 
a Latin text, either on a single sustained pitch or non-pitched whisper, where the “entries 
should be staggered, individually or in groups.”114 The technique is further used and 
developed in the Stabat Mater, as explained later in this document. 
																																																								
113 MacMillan, interview, January 21, 2017. 
114 Seven Last Words from the Cross, Movement V, m. 10 and similar places. 
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Musical Example No. 19: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Movement V, mm. 23–25 
 
 Other modern device seen throughout MacMillan’s compositions is his use of 
extended techniques. For the string writing in the Seven Last Words from the Cross, he 
employs glissandi, tremolos, Bartók slap-pizzicato, quarter-tones, artificial harmonics, 
and instructs the players to play col legno battute, ricochet and sul ponticello.115 
																																																								
115 All of these techniques are seen in Movement II, with the exception of the artificial harmonics 
that are employed in Movements IV and V. 
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Musical Example No. 20: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt II, mm. 73–74 
 
 
MacMillan has demonstrated development in his use of extended techniques, in 
the same way he has advanced his compositional writing in other areas. Extended 
techniques, including glissandi, tremolos, Bartók slap-pizzicato, and artificial harmonics, 
are also used in both the string and choral writing in the first three movements of the 
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Stabat Mater. Not only are they used more frequently in the Stabat Mater, but they are 
also used in conjunction with each other. This is seen in the first movement, where layers 




Musical Example No. 21: Stabat Mater, Mvt I, mm. 150–159 
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The second movement displays further examples of layered modern techniques 
with the combination of non-pitched stage whispers,116 sustained glissandi, and a melodic 
line in the first two stanzas of the movement.  
 
Musical Example No. 22: Stabat Mater, Mvt II, mm. 23–26  
 
 
Similarly, in the third stanza, MacMillan combines layers of non-pitched aleatoric 
material in the violoncellos and pizzicato in the basses, which turns into a sixteenth-note 
ostinato of artificial harmonic chords in the upper strings. Layers of modernist techniques 
are again used in the fourth stanza of text, “Eia Mater, fons amoris,” with a repeated 
moan in the sopranos of varying lengths, rhythmic shouting in the altos and basses, a 
melodic line in the tenors, and cluster chords which use the complete chromatic aggregate 
in the strings. 																																																								
116 MacMillan increases the intensity with the repetition of this material at mm. 57–60 with the 
use of Sprechstimme. 
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Musical Example No. 23: Stabat Mater, Mvt II, mm. 77–89 
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Musical Example No. 24: Stabat Mater, Mvt II, mm. 115–122  
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CHAPTER IV: Text and Structural Analysis 
 
 
The text serves as the compositional starting point for MacMillan’s Seven Last 
Words from the Cross and Stabat Mater. Understanding these texts themselves first, is 
crucial to understanding how MacMillan’s music was consequently crafted. Commenting 
on this importance, distinguished American conductor Robert Shaw stated, “a text 
selected by a composer is both his inspiration and a part of his ‘message.’ He seeks to 
enhance—to heighten, deepen, or dramatize—its meaning by musical means.”117 
Both of the analyzed scores are settings of religious texts. Regardless of religious 
beliefs, those who wish to perform these works should have an understanding of the 
tradition they come from and meaning they hold. Recognizing that not all who perform 
his music will share his Catholic beliefs, MacMillan comments on the importance of 
understanding the meaning of the texts he selects and how such meaning affects the 
music he composes: 
There is definitely a connection between the extra-musical stimulus and 
the musical outcome, but there has to be some element of (to use a 
theological analogy) transubstantiation of the extra musical, so the idea 
communicates itself full as music. So for the people who initially do not 
want to engage with the theology, they should not need to. But to ignore 
where it’s come from is to ignore something of the substance and essence 
of the music. That’s where a composer like myself requires some open-
mindedness from people who do not share my world view. There is never 
any attempt on my part to proselytize, to use my music simply as a vehicle 
for an idea. Nevertheless it has come from something pre-musical and 
wouldn’t be the way it is if it weren’t for its pre-musical genesis.118 
  
																																																								
117 Blocker, The Robert Shaw Reader, 115. 
118 Rolls, “James MacMillan: An Analysis of Selected Works (1983–1997),” 7. 
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 The central text for the Seven Last Words from the Cross comes from the 
traditional liturgical service of the same name. Compiled from the Gospel narratives, 
these seven sentences depict the last utterings of Jesus before his death. Interestingly, 
none of the seven sentences is repeated twice in the different Gospel writings.119 While 
on the cross, Jesus speaks once in Matthew and Mark, three times in Luke, and three 
times in John. Therefore, due to the lack of overlap, the ordering of the sentences is rather 
complicated and inconsistent. Below is the order the sentences are presented in the 
Gospels, according to the order of the books in the Bible: 
 
Matthew 27:46 / Mark 15:34  Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani? 
  
Luke 23:34   Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do      
 Luke 23:43   Verily, I say unto you, today thou shalt be with me  
in Paradise 
 Luke 23:46   Father, into Thy hands I commend my Spirit 
  
John 19:26–27  Woman, behold they Son!... Behold they Mother! 
 John 19:28   I thirst 
 John 19:30   It is finished 
Table No. 2: Seven Last Words presented in Biblical order 
 
This order, however, is not traditionally used with regards to the liturgical service or 
musical settings. Keeping the chronological order within an individual Gospel, the seven 
sentences have been combined in various arrangements and fluctuate between 																																																								
119 Since the writer of the Gospel of Matthew most likely drew on the Gospel of Mark as his 
source, the two are treated as one entity for this discussion. Raymond E. Brown, The Death of the 
Messiah: From Gethsemane to the Grave, Vol. 2, New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1994, 
971. 
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denomination and time. In his book, The Death of the Messiah, Raymond Brown 
describes some of the variance of sentence order and development of the tradition. 
Notably, Brown cites that in the German traditional, the seven sentences are often 
ordered as—Luke 23:24, Luke 23:43, John 19:26–27, Matthew 27:46/Mark 15:34, John 
19:28, John 19:30, and Luke 23:46—with the most frequent variation focused on the 
reordering of Luke 23:43 and John 19:26–27. This traditional German ordering is the one 
used by Joseph Haydn in his 18th Century setting of the text. MacMillan used nearly the 




 MacMillan’s desire to add additional texts to the traditional “Seven Last Words 
from the Cross” is both meaningful and practical. As the composer stated: 
When I realized I’d committed myself to making a 45 minute piece around 
seven sentences I was horrified! Then I began to think. Some of them 
could be done on their own, a starkly repetitive setting maybe, but there 
was also scope for amplification. So I found words from the service of 
Tenebrae, the Good Friday liturgy, that could act either as a reflection on 
the words or as a direct counterpart-like the versicle Ecce lignum Crucis 
(Behold the Wood of the Cross).120 
 
The supplementary texts provide MacMillan the opportunity to ponder and expand on the 
depth of Jesus’ final utterances, while presenting a larger framework for the setting of the 
crucifixion. 
As can be seen in the diagram below, most of the additional texts MacMillan 
includes in his work come from traditional Good Friday services, and therefore naturally 
complement that of the “Seven Last Words from the Cross.” The seven sentences taken 																																																								
120 Johnson, “Harnessing Extremes,” 17. 
 68 
from the Gospel narrative correspond to the titles of the seven movements and are listed 
in bold. 
 
STRUCTURAL DESIGN OF WORK 
 
MacMillan sets the traditional “Seven Last Words from the Cross” text not in a 
liturgical Latin, but in his native English. With this decision, the text is given a directness 
for the English listener and performer. MacMillan however does keep the phrase “Eli, 
Eli, lama sabachthani?” in Aramaic—as Jesus originally stated it, quoting Psalm 22:1. 
Notably, MacMillan does not use his vernacular English throughout, as the additional 
texts “Hosanna filio David,” “Ecce Lignum Crucis,” and “Ego te potavi” remain in Latin 
and are not translated, while “The life that I held dear…” and “My eyes were blind with 
weeping” are translated into English. This decision to set some texts in English and 
others in Latin was not made for any particular reason.121 Though one may note the 
narrator for each text and the corresponding language. Those in English are spoken 
directly by Jesus—either from the “Seven Last Words of the Cross” or texts written in the 
first person from Jesus’ account. The remaining texts in Latin are commentary, written 
from the perspective of the crowd or modern believers. The sole exception to this rule 
being “Ego te potavi…,” a text of Jesus set in Latin. 
  
																																																								
121 James MacMillan, Interview with Joshua W. Rohde, Glasgow, March 24, 2017. 
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I. Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do      Luke 23:24 
 Hosanna filio David… Palm Sunday Exclamation 
 The life that I held dear… Good Friday Responsories for Tenebrae 
 
II. Woman, behold they Son!... Behold they Mother!            John 19:26–27 
 
III. Verily, I say unto you, today thou shalt be with me in Paradise      Luke 23:43 
 Ecce Lignum Crucis… Good Friday Versicle 
  
IV.  Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?           Matthew 27:46 
 
V. I thirst      John 19:28 
 Ego te potavi aqua salutis de petra…       Good Friday Reproaches 
 
VI. It is finished     John 19:30 
 My eyes were blind with weeping… Good Friday Responsories for Tenebrae 
 
VII. Father, into Thy hands I commend my Spirit      Luke 23:46 
Table No. 3: Texts of the Seven Last Words from the Cross 
 
 
The one additional text that is not taken from the Good Friday liturgy, is the Palm 
Sunday Exclamation, “Hosanna filio David…,” placed in the first movement. 
Liturgically, Palm Sunday takes place five days before the crucifixion and marks the 
beginning of Holy Week. Here the Scriptures detail a completely different atmosphere as 
Jesus rides triumphantly into Jerusalem. The Gospel of Matthew describes the scene as 
Jesus rode into the city: 
(Matthew 21:8–9) A very large crowd spread their cloaks on the road, 
while others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road. The 
crowds that went ahead of him and those that followed shouted: ‘Hosanna 
to the Son of David! Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord! 
Hosanna in the highest heaven!’ 
 
The Palm Sunday Exclamation used in the Seven Last Words from the Cross repeats the 
praise and blessings from the crowd; however, MacMillan sets this text in a haunting 
echo. The text is repeated almost chaotically by the tenors and basses, beginning and 
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ending with a whisper, as if this previous praise from the crowd is nothing more than a 
bad memory now five days later on Good Friday. 
 The second additional text used, “The life that I held dear…,” is placed at the end 
of the first movement. This poem is taken from the Good Friday Responsories from 
Tenebrae and is a reflection of Jesus, written in the first person. Originally in Latin, 
MacMillan sets the text in English to maintain the consistency of Jesus’ texts throughout 
this work. It is sung by the sopranos in unison in chant-like fashion. They are left 
repeating the text alone while the remaining chorus and orchestra drop out. This setting 
directly connects the bareness of the poem as seen in its last spoken lines: 
  …They placed me in a wasteland of desolation, 
  and all the earth mourned for me. 
  For there was no one who would acknowledge me or give me help. 
  
The last additional text used in the sixth movement bares many resemblances to 
that seen in the first movement. “My eyes were blind with weeping…” is also from the 
Good Friday Responsories for Tenebrae. This text is of Jesus speaking in the first person 
and again is set in chant-like fashion in the sopranos who are left singing alone in an 
exposed manner. 
 The additional text “Ecce Lignum Crucis…” makes up the majority of the third 
movement. In its liturgical context as a Good Friday Versicle, it is sung three times by the 
congregation while the cross is unveiled. MacMillan retains this significance by repeating 
the text three times throughout the movement, sung individually by the basses, tenors, 
and altos, respectively. 
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 Text is the driving feature in the construction of MacMillan’s Seven Last Words 
from the Cross. The seven last sentences of Jesus provide the overall structure of the 
piece, divided into seven movements. Each of these sentences and incorporated 
additional texts, then provide the configuration within each movement. 
 The first movement is constructed by three triadic arch forms, set above the 
consistency of the F# and “lamenting cadence.” The F# is first played by the violins in 
the opening measure and is consistently present in varying forms throughout the 
movement until the final measure. The bass motion of the “lamenting cadence,” from A# 
to E, is also played continually throughout the entire movement by the double bass. The 
three interlocking arch forms then relate to each of the three text selections. The first text 
is that of Jesus, sung by the sopranos and altos: “Father, forgive them…”. Starting at m. 8 
as an ascending imitative gesture, the line peaks at m. 29, before subsiding to join the 
“lamenting cadence.” The second text, sung by the tenors and basses, is that of the crowd 
on Palm Sunday. This text is divided into three parts: mm. 23–30, “Hosanna filio 
David…”; mm. 30–38, “Rex Israel!”; and mm. 39–46, “In nomine Domine…” The arch 
form of these three parts is seen with the quiet, polyphonic outer sections, opposed to the 
fortissimo homophonic climax in the middle. The third text, “The life that I held dear…,” 
is sung by the sopranos and repeated three times to maintain the triadic form. As 
displayed in the structural diagram in the Appendix, these three texts overlap with each 
other to create a larger three-part arch structure throughout the entire movement. The 
orchestral material further supports this arch form with the increase of dynamic and 
ornamental writing in the violins to the middle of the movement, before subsiding. 
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The choir and orchestra are featured separately throughout most of the second 
movement. The choir begins with direct chorale-like statements of the first half of Jesus’ 
sentence, “Woman, behold thy Son!” This gesture is repeated eleven times, representing 
the eleven disciples, as MacMillan works through a cycle of compositional techniques 
and range of dissonance. By contrast, the orchestral material is very linear and reflects the 
melodic ascending lines of the opening movement. Despite the repeated attack of the 
choir’s short chorales, the orchestra builds slowly coming to a climax two-thirds of the 
way through the movement. In the end, both forces give way and disintegrate while the 
tenors and basses sing the second half of the sentence, “…behold thy Mother!” 
 The third movement receives its structure not from the sentence of Jesus, but from 
that of the Good Friday Versicle, “Ecce lignum crucis.” This text is traditionally spoken 
or chanted three times as the crucifix is slowly unveiled before the congregation. If 
chanted, each repetition is sung at a higher tone, heightening the devotional aspect of the 
text.122 This liturgical structure therefore directly correlates to MacMillan’s setting, 
outlining the first three sections of the movement and providing theological reasoning 
behind the order of voices to sing the text: first basses, then tenors, and finally altos. An 





122 The Benedictines of Solesmes, ed., The Liber Usualis: With Introduction and Rubrics in 
English, Desclée and Co., Printers to the Holy See and the Sacred Congregation of Rite: Tournai, 
Belgium, 1952, 735. 
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________________________________________________________________________ 
Structure: A1   B1   A2   B2     A3     B3           C D 
 
Soprano:         Verily I say… 
Alto:          Ecce…Venite 
Tenor:      Ecce…Venite               Venite 
Bass:  Ecce…Venite             Venite               Venite 
Table No. 4: Structural diagram of the Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt III 
 
 
 The fourth movement again uses a broad arched structure. Using only the single 
sentence of Jesus, “Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?” the text is stretched out and painfully 
elongated. Starting with the lowest strings, a new voice enters approximately every ten 
measures. The layers overlap as the dynamic level and vocal register are raised with each 
step. This texture builds to the climax, twenty measures of chaos, two-thirds of the way 
through the movement. The descent to the end is the inverse of the beginning material, 
though condensed to half of the duration of the beginning ascent. Starting loudly with the 
upper voices, the dynamics diminuendo as they are passed to lower voices. The 
movement ends the same way it began with a solitary low A played by the double bass. 
 
     Soprano____ Soprano_____ Soprano 
    Alto______  Alto________      Alto___ 
   Tenor______   Tenor_______  Tenor___ 
Entrances: Bass______    Bass________        Bass___ 
 
Dynamics: pp, cresc. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  f. . . . . . . . . . . .  dim. . . . . . . . . . . .pp 
Table No. 5: Structural diagram of the Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt IV 
  
The structure of the fifth movement is similar to that of the third, employing 
alternating sections. MacMillan alternates between the text of Jesus, “I thirst,” and the 
Good Friday Reproaches, “Ego te potavi aqua…” Each text is treated in its own fashion. 
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The text of Jesus is sung on sustained open fifths, while the Latin verse is chanted in 
staggered freeform fashion. The most barren movement of the entire work, the movement 
lacks a single melodic line and is predominately pianissimo or softer. 
 
Structure: A1 B1 A2 B2 A3 B3 A4 
 
Soprano:   I thirst  I thirst Ego te I thirst 
Alto:  Ego te I thirst Ego te I thirst Ego te I thirst (x2) 
Tenor:    Ego te I thirst Ego te I thirst (x2) 
Bass: I thirst        I thirst   Ego te I thirst 
 
Orchestra:  pp   < ff > pp   < fff sub. mp   < ff > 
Table No. 6: Structural diagram of the Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt V 
 
 
The opening and closing “hammer blows” of the sixth movement create an 
inverted arch structure. Displayed in Table No. 6, the textures mirror each other around 
the central section, creating a musical palindrome. The two texts are divided between the 
sopranos, who sing the Tenebrae Responsorie, and the lower three voices who repeat the 
words of Jesus. The soprano line can be divided into two sections: “My eyes were 
blind…” and “Is there any sorrow like my sorrow?” The center of the movement takes 
place between mm. 36–47, when the altos momentarily sing the Tenebrae Responsorie 




Structure: A        B1           2  C  B1 2      A 
 
Soprano:          My eyes    My eyes   
          were blind…   were blind… 
 
Alto:          “lamenting All ye   “lamenting  
       cadence”         who pass… cadence” 
 
Tenor/Bass:         “lamenting    “lamenting   
       cadence”    cadence” 
 
Orchestra: “hammer    [a cappella]         “lamenting  [a cappella]      “hammer  
  blows”    cadence”        blows” 
Table No. 7: Structural diagram of the Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt VI 
 
 
 The seventh movement is unlike the remainder of the piece in that it employs an 
unbalanced structure. Weighted at the beginning with three strong chorale-like 
exclamations, after only eleven measures of music, the chorus is silent for the remainder 
of the work. The first word, “Father,” is repeated three times to create the repetitions; 
however, the sentence is only set once in its entirety. The orchestra then plays an 










The “Stabat Mater”123 is a traditional Latin text that depicts Mary, the Mother of 
Christ, weeping at the foot of the cross as her Son is crucified. The authorship of the text 
is unknown, but has been ascribed to various individuals from the 1st to the 14th Century, 
including Pope Gregory the Great (d. 604), St. Bernard of Clairvaux (d. 1153), Pope 
Innocent III (d. 1216), St. Bonaventura (d. 1274), Jacopone da Todi (d. 1306), Pope John 
XXII (d. 1334), and Pope Gregory XI (d. 1378). Of this list, Pope Innocent III and 
Jacopone da Todi are the most likely authors, though scholars favor the Franciscan 
Jacopone da Todi.124 
The Stabat Mater consists of twenty stanzas, each three lines long. The poem 
consists of a syllabic pattern of 8.8.7 for each couplet, or stanza. The text further follows 
a regular trochaic meter that involves constant repetition of stressed and unstressed, or 
long and short, syllables.125 A consistent rhyme scheme of aab ccb flows throughout the 
poem. Such details of complexity in structure of the text did not exist until the latter half 
of the 12th Century, further pointing to Jacopone da Todi as the author. 
The Stabat Mater rose to popularity in the 14th Century, sung first by the Servites 
and Flagellants, specific sects of the Catholic Church. The Council of Trent (1545–1563) 																																																								
123 The full name of the text is Stabat Mater dolorosa, as not to confuse it with the similar text 
Stabat Mater speciosa, a mirror poem that depicts the Mother Mary at the crib of the baby Jesus, 
possibly attributed to the same author. 
124 Ron Jeffers, Translations and Annotations of Choral Repertoire; Volume I: Sacred Latin 
Texts, Corvallis, Oregon: Earthsongs, 1988, 204–205. 
125 Trochaic = consisting of trochees 
Trochees = long/stressed + short/unstressed syllables 
Couplets = units of verse 
 77 
however prohibited all sequences from liturgical use, including the Stabat Mater, with the 
exception of the Dies irae, Lauda Sion, Veni Sancte Spiritus, and Victimae paschali 
laudes. Pope Benedict XIII officially restored the Stabat Mater to the Catholic liturgy in 
1727, to be sung for the Feast of the Seven Sorrows of the Blessed Virgin Mary each 
year.126 From this point forward, the text maintained its secured liturgical function and 
has become increasingly popular to set to music for concert performances. 
The text of the Stabat Mater has multiple connections to the text of Holy 
Scriptures. The setting can be seen in the description of Christ’s Passion, found in all four 
Gospels.127 Furthermore, specific references can be connected to John 19:25, Luke 2:35, 
Zacharias 13:6, II Corinthians 4:10, and Galatians 6:17.128 The theology is associated 
with the ideology of Franciscans and Flagellants.129 As eloquently described by Rev. 
Matthew Britt in The Hymns of the Breviary and Missal: 
The Stabat Mater is universally recognized as the tenderest and most 
pathetic hymn of the Middle Ages. In simple and vivid language, which 
cannot always be reproduced in prose, it represents the Mother of the 
Redeemer plunged in grief and weeping beneath the Cross on which He 
was suffering an unmerited and agonizing death. The historical event is 
narrated in the first, second, and fourth stanzas. The remaining strophes 
are made up of reflections, affections, petitions, and resolutions arising 
from the contemplation of Our Lord’s bitter sufferings and death.130 
 
Philip Schaff submits that “the secret of the power of the Mater dolorosa lies in 
the intensity of feeling with which the poet identifies himself with his theme, and in… 
																																																								
126 Jeffers, Translations and Annotations; Vol. 1, 205, 207. 
127 Matthew 26–27, Mark 14–15, Luke 22–23, and John 18–19. 
128 Jeffers, Translations and Annotations; Vol. 1, 206. 
129 Ibid., 204–205. 
130 Rev. Matthew Britt, ed., The Hymns of the Breviary and Missal, Benziger Brothers: Printers to 
the Holy Apostolic See: New York, 1922, 134. 
 78 
[the] Latin rhythm and rhyme, which cannot be transferred to any other language.”131 
MacMillan agrees and identifies with the importance of the Latin rhythm and rhyme and 
consequently sets the text in its original language.132 Notably, MacMillan has not always 
believed this to be true for other sacred Latin texts he has previously set, as shown by his 
translated settings of the Seven Last Words from the Cross, St. John Passion, St. Luke 
Passion, Magnificat, and Nunc dimittis. In discussing the use of Latin texts in his music, 
when asked if the use of Latin is counter-cultural today, MacMillan responded: 
Setting texts in a ‘dead’ language may seem that to many, but for me it is 
very much alive and represents the ideal rediscovering of shared roots. I 
also wanted to capture a certain wistfulness that the echoes of these deep 
cultural resonances are becoming less distinct as the centuries pass and 




STRUCTURAL DESIGN OF WORK 
 
 MacMillan divides the twenty stanzas of the “Stabat Mater” into four equal 
movements of five stanzas each. Due to the many stanzas, the Stabat Mater demands a 
more through-composed approach when setting the text, versus that of the Seven Last 
Words from the Cross with its limited text. The movements are larger and while the poem 
employs many repetitive properties as described above, the rhyme scheme, structure, and 
content do not naturally carry a sense of an arch structure. Yet MacMillan incorporates a 
																																																								
131 Philip Schaff, Literature and poetry—Studies on the English language; the poetry of the Bible; 
the Dies iræ; the Stabat Mater; the hymns of St. Bernard; the university, ancient and modern; 
Dante Alighieri; the Divina commedia, C. Scribner’s Sons: New York, 1890, 191. 
132 MacMillan, interview, January 21, 2017. 
133 James MacMillan, “A European Requiem and Stabat Mater,” Boosey and Hawkes, 
http://www.boosey.com/cr/news/James-MacMillan-A-European-Requiem-and-Stabat-
Mater/100840 (accessed January 18, 2017). 
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return of musical material between the beginning and end of the first three movements to 
superimpose a musical arch structure on the work. The only true through-composed 
movement is the last movement, which is musically an assembly of the first three, 
creating a large arch structure across the entire work. 
 The first movement of the Stabat Mater employs two levels of structure. The first 
level connects the beginning and end with reprised musical material, including an 
orchestral prelude/postlude, the dyad played in the violins, the opening violin solo and 
closing violoncello solo, the “hammer blows,” and the initial chorus statement sung by 
the tenors and basses mirrored by the closing statement sung by the sopranos and altos. 
The second level of structure comes within the previously described bookends and takes 
the structure of a bar form: ABABC. Each section of the bar form is a setting of one verse 
of the “Stabat Mater” text. To divide the structure into three large parts and signify the 
repeated “AB” sections, MacMillan places grand pauses between the sections as follows: 
AB, AB, C. This three-part form, where the first two parts repeat, follows the rhyme 
scheme of the “Stabat Mater” text. 
 The diversity and through-composed nature of the text becomes more apparent 
with the structure of the second movement. Following an A1A2BCD structure, the only 
moment for reprised material comes within the final measures of the orchestral postlude. 
The consistency of the movement is found through the development and implementation 
of the initial “Quis non posset” material and following “lyrical mourning theme.” 
 The third movement employs a large ABA form, where each of the three parts are 
of equal length. The structure of its first A section closely follows that of the second 
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movement of the Seven Last Words from the Cross, with the eleven iterations of the 
chorale and underlining orchestral crescendo, as described briefly in the previous chapter 
and more thoroughly in the fifth chapter. The middle B section contains the difficult tenor 
solo trio, which grows continually throughout, before launching into the orchestral 
interlude and return of the opening chorale. 
The fourth movement has a four-part structure, where each section contains an 
antecedent and consequent sub-phrase, creating an A12B12C12D12 form. Unlike the first 
half of the text, which focuses on the suffering of Jesus and his mother Mary, the last 
twelve verses are all requests of the narrator of the text. MacMillan highlights these 
personal pleas with the use of multiple vocal and instrumental solos in the final 
movement. The structure and variety of musical texture is then created by depicting the 
variance of subjects of each supplication, such as heaven and hell. 
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 MacMillan’s scores are filled with musical material that acts to create unity and 
present powerful symbolism. While this music is not overtly programmatic, the musical 
material directly relates to visual imagery and creates metaphors representative of his 
chosen subject matter. An example of this can be seen in The Confession of Isoble 
Gowdie (1990). A piece of orchestral music without text, the work creates scenes of 
Isoble Gowdie’s trial and execution. The thirteen hammer blows equate to the thirteen 
witches she was forced to confess meeting with, the swirling string writing symbolizes 
the flames which consumed her body as she was burned at the stake, and the use of 
chants from the Requiem Mass are meant to provide Isoble Gowdie with “the mercy and 
humanity that was denied her in the last days of her life.”134 Such musical metaphors 
permeate the Seven Last Words from the Cross and Stabat Mater. 
 
USE OF F# 
 
The Seven Last Words from the Cross begins with a single F#, played by the 
violins. The pitch serves multiple functions and is heard prominently throughout the 
work. Sustained for the initial twenty-five measures by the first violins, the F# is 
continuously found in every measure of the opening movement. It is the origin of the 
ascending linear melody, “Father, forgive them…,” sung by the sopranos and altos, and 
the peak of this line in m. 21. Similarly, it is the initial pitch of the tenor and basse 
																																																								
134 MacMillan, “The Confession of Isobel Gowdie.” 
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“Hosannas,” serving a prominent harmonic function at the end of their phrases—i.e., F# 
is the root of the F# Major chord at the end of the first “Rex Israel” (m. 33); the second 
“Rex Israel” settles on the dominant of F# (m. 37); and the final triad of this material 
ends on F# minor (m. 38). The F# is picked up again in the final section of the 
movement, seen in the repetitive chant material of the sopranos, mm. 42–72. Ending in 
the same way as it began, the movement comes to a close on the sustained, single F#.  
The importance and centrality of F# is undeniable in the first movement; 
however, the movement is not set in the key of F#. As can be seen in the initial and 
repeated cadential figure throughout the work, the movement is set in E Major and F# 
serves the role of the supertonic. As an unresolved supertonic sustained through thirty-
two cadences to E Major, the F# takes on a suspended hanging quality. The hanging 
nature of the F# can be directly equated to that of the subject of the text, Jesus hanging on 
the cross. As the F# precedes and ensues beyond the other musical material, so does 
Jesus’ presence on the cross in relation to this text. The initial text spoken by the 
sopranos, “Father, forgive them…” is literally Jesus speaking. Therefore, MacMillan 
starts the melody with the pitch that represents Jesus on the cross and writes in an 
ascending line, upwards towards Jesus’ heavenly father. The return to the final F# in the 
sopranos’ chant is also text that is spoken by Jesus in the first person, “The life that I held 
dear I deliver’d into the hands of the unrighteous….” 
The implications and prominent use of the F# extends beyond the first movement, 
and can be seen throughout the Seven Last Words from the Cross. The pitch is sustained 
by the double basses in movement five, similar to that of the first movement, though now 
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as an artificial harmonic to maintain the exact sounding octave originally played by the 
violins. The altos’ chant on the same pitch,135 “Ego te potavi aqua salutis de petra… (I 
gave you to drink of life-giving water from the rock…),” another first-person statement 
from Jesus. In movement six, the sopranos again sing text in the first person of Jesus, 
reaching the climax of their line on a high F# on the word “mine.”136 In the last 
movement, the musical material returns to that of the opening measures of the work on 
the text “my spirit.”137 The violins and sopranos hold the F# while the remaining 
musicians echo the E Major cadential figure one final time. It is from this point that both 
violins ascend upwards in an instrumental postlude until they reach their final repeated 
dyad of F# and G, which ends the work. 
Consequently, the Stabat Mater begins with same F#/G dyad, before the violin 
solo takes over, shifting the scope of the work from Jesus on the cross, to Mary. With this 
tune, the nearly complete aggregate of twelve pitches is played by the solo violin and 
accompanying strings, with the exception of F#—as if to display that absence of Jesus’ 
spirit, which has now left the cross after his final words. 
When discussing this symbolism and understanding of the F#, MacMillan admits 
that it purposely is connected to Jesus. He developed the theory retroactively, while he 
was in the middle of composing the Seven Last Words from the Cross, but found the 
particular weight and resonance of the pitch to hold qualities he associated with Jesus. 
This theory and musical imagery of the F# filled the remaining movements of the Seven 
																																																								
135 At this instance, the F# is written as a G♭. 
136 Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt 6, m. 68, m. 70, and mm. 73–75. 
137 Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt 7, mm. 14–16. 
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Last Words from the Cross, the Stabat Mater, and other works such as the St. Luke 
Passion—which also ends on a sustained F#, sung by the children’s choir who play the 




 Directly related to the use of the sustained F# is the E Major cadential figure 
which accompanies it throughout most of the Seven Last Words from the Cross. The 
cadential figure originated in MacMillan’s earlier composed work Tuireadh138 (1991). 
This work was composed in response, and dedicated to, the victims and families of the 
Piper Alpha disaster, an off-shore oil and gas platform which was destroyed in fire in 
1988, killing one hundred and sixty-seven men. Tuireadh, the title which is a Gaelic 
lament for the dead, was composed for clarinet and string quartet139 and is a work that 
“attempts to capture [the] outpouring of grief” from this disaster.140 
 The cadential figure is first seen in Tuireadh in mm. 92–93. Throughout the 
second half of the work, the cadential figure becomes a consistent pulse, repeated every 
three measures for over fifty iterations in various forms. In the midst of these iterations, 
the cadential figure takes the form most directly related to that used in the Seven Last 
Words from the Cross. 
																																																								
138 Tuireadh is pronounced: /’thurjav/ 
139 Tuireadh was later arranged for clarinet and string orchestra in 1995. 
140 James MacMillan, “Tuireadh,” Boosey and Hawkes Music Publishers, Ltd., 1991, arr. 1995. 
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Musical Example No. 25: Tuireadh, mm. 179–180 
 
 
Musical Example No. 26: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt I, mm. 1–7 
 
 
As previously mentioned, the “lamenting cadence”141 is first seen in the opening 
moments of the Seven Last Words from the Cross and is repeated every other measure 
throughout the first movement for a total of thirty-two iterations. The repetitive use of 
this musical figure creates the feeling of a dirge and sets the mood of the work. Its 
consistent resolution to E Major and regular pulse establishes a regulated form of stasis. 
																																																								
141 Due to its origination in Tuireadh, and mourning and dirge-like qualities, this cadential figure 
is referred to as the “lamenting cadence” throughout this paper. 
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At the same time, however, the bass line movement of a tritone from A# to E creates a 
countervailing sense of unease. 
In Movement VI, the “lamenting cadence” is again used as the basis of the 
musical structure. Beginning in m. 14, the three lower voices of the chorus repeat the 
cadence in sequence a total of seven times every three measures, creating rhythmic 
reliability. Initially cadencing to B♭ Major, the sequence moves the distance of a tritone 
to return to its original center of E Major in mm. 32–33. It is at this point that the a 
cappella chorus is joined by the strings, who maintain the static cadential motion to E 
Major, while the voices ascend chromatically until they reach B Major. Once this point is 
reached, the chorus begins to sing a cappella again while repeating the “lamenting 
cadence” an additional ten more times on B Major. 
 MacMillan creates an extended arch form across the entire work by concluding 
the final moment of choral material in Movement VII, the same way the orchestral 
material started the work, with the use of the “lamenting cadence.” Together, the chorus 
and orchestra play the “lamenting cadence” in its original form, resolving to E Major in 
mm. 15–16. This moment, along with the previously mentioned uses of the “lamenting 
cadence” in Movements I and VI, provide the only moments of choral/orchestral 








 In addition to the original appearance of the “lamenting cadence,” Tuireadh also 
displays another earlier instance of one of MacMillan’s trademark musical devices— 
loud, quick, accented, dissonant string chords. MacMillan describes this shocking and 
harsh figure as “hammer blows.”142 They are seen repeatedly throughout the strings in 
Tuireadh, mm. 71–87. Notably these “hammer blows” come directly before MacMillan’s 
first use of the “lamenting cadence” in m. 92, creating a direct connection between the 																																																								
142 James MacMillan, Seven Last Words from the Cross. CD liner notes. Ralph Mace, producer. 
Performed by Polyphony and London Chamber Orchestra, James MacMillan, conductor. London: 
Catalyst, BMG Records, 1994. 
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two figures. Consequently, the same connection can be seen in Movement VI of the 
Seven Last Words from the Cross. The movement opens shockingly with the “hammer 
blows” played by the entire string orchestra until they disintegrate into the cadential 
motive sung softly by the chorus. However, in both pieces the dissolved “hammer blows” 
return to disrupt the tranquility of the repeated cadence. This is seen more subtly in mm. 
197–198, m. 219, and m. 237 of Tuireadh, while the “hammer blows” completely 
dominate the texture in the final moments of the Seven Last Words from the Cross, 
Movement VI. 
 
Musical Example No. 28: Tuireadh, mm. 77–82 
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 MacMillan used these orchestral “hammer blows” again in the Stabat Mater. 
They are seen four times throughout the first movement, mm. 60–64, mm. 79–82, mm. 
116–122, and variated in mm. 195–198—all at important structural moments and each in 
increasing intensity. Harry Christophers described these chords as “primitive, guttural, 
and barbaric,” drawing vivid images of the nails being pounded through the hands and 
feet of Jesus on the cross. Christophers further commented that is was the convincing use 
of motives such as these—“hammer blows” which slam the performers and listeners into 
a harsh reality amid melodic lines—that creates MacMillan’s unique compositional style 
and convincing sense of musicality and timing.143 
																																																								
143 Christophers, interview, January 26, 2017. 
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Musical Example No. 29: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt VI, mm. 1–5 
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 The setting for both the Seven Last Words from the Cross and the Stabat Mater is 
the crucifixion of Jesus, the majority of the texture that MacMillan represents with 
dissonant and chromatic music. Balancing MacMillan’s depiction of violence and 
ferocious reality, however, is that of his musical portrayal of heaven. Both texts provide 
MacMillan with a moment to musically illustrate such a vision. Heaven is found with 
Jesus’ third sentence on the cross, where he speaks to the criminal on his right, stating, 
“Verily, I say unto you, today thou shalt be with me in Paradise.” Similarly, the final 
stanza of the Stabat Mater also references heaven: 
  Quando corpus morietur,  When my body dies, 
fac ut animæ donetur   grant that the glory of heaven 
paradise gloria. Amen.  be given unto my soul. Amen. 
 
Both moments are musically depicted in comparable fashion. They are directly preceded 
by linear melodic lines of white-note notation, sung by the chorus. Then the string texture 
takes over, comprising of three elements—a high, elongated violin solo, arppegiated 
major chords in the remaining violins and violas, and sustained pedals in the violoncellos 
and double basses. 
 The solo violin plays an important role in these depictions of heaven. This 
delicate solo line which soars above the texture can be seen as another musical depiction 
of Jesus himself. Unlike the static earlier depiction of Jesus hanging on the cross as the 
sustained F#, these melodies move fluidly with warmth and life. Elongated melodic lines, 
found both in the Seven Last Words from the Cross and the Stabat Mater at these 
moments, are derived from Gregorian chant, or plainsong.  
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 The solo violin line in the Stabat Mater is drawn from the initial contour of the 
first setting of the “Stabat Mater dolorosa” chant in the Liber Usualis. As with other 
solos, MacMillan elongates the initial pitches before following the contour of the chant 
melody. Though with this melody, MacMillan quickly diverges from the original chant 
after the first four pitches. 
 
 
Musical Example No. 31: Stabat Mater dolorosa chant144 
 
																																																								
144 The Benedictines of Solesmes, ed., The Liber Usualis, 1424. 
1424 Friday after Passion Sunday. 7 Dolours of the B. V. M.
Hymn. Sr
6.s i "bl . ._ • •1 1 • 1 '1 " 1 " •Tabat Ma-ter do-lo-r6sa Juxta crucem lacrimosa,
D u m pend^bat Ff- l i -us .
2. Cujus animam geme"ntem,
Contristatam et dolentem
Pertransivit gladius.
3. O quam tristis et afflicta
Fuit ilia benedicta
Mater Unigeniti!
4. Quae moerebat et dolebat,
Pia Mater, dum videbat
Nati poenas inclyti.
5. Quis est homo qui non fleret,
Matrem Christi si vid£ret
In tanto supplicio?
6. Quis non posset contristari,
Christi Matrem contemplari
Dolentem cum Filio?
7. Pro peccatis suae gentis,
Vidit Jesum in tormentis,
Et flagellis subditum.
8. Vidit suum dulcem natum
Moriendo desolatum,
Dum emisit spiritum.
9. Eia Mater, fons am6ris,
Me sentire vim doloris
Fac, ut tecum lugeam.
10. Fac ut ardeat cor meum
In amando Christum Deum,
Ut sibi complaceam. Amen.
The foregoing Hymn is replaced by the following whenever the first














11 • • •i • i ' • • • |
jam non sis ama-
ra, Fac me tecum plangere.
2. Fac ut portem Christi mortem,
Passionis fac consortem,
Et plagas rec61ere.
3. Fac me plagis vulnerari,
Fac me cruce inebriari,
Et cruore Filii.
4. Flammis ne urar succdnsus,
Per te Virgo sim def^nsus
In die judicii.
5. Christe, cum sit hinc exire,
Da per Matrem me venire
Ad palmam victoriae.
6. Quando corpus moridtur,




Musical Example No. 32a: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt III, mm.16–22 
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Musical Example No. 32b: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt III, mm. 23–29 
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Musical Example No. 33a: Stabat Mater, Mvt IV, mm. 195–196 
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Musical Example No. 33b: Stabat Mater, Mvt IV, mm. 197–198 
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 The heavenly solo in the Seven Last Words from the Cross takes on a more direct 
reflection of its original chant melody taken from the Good Friday Antiphon “Ecce 
Lignum Crucis.” This antiphon is used both as the melodic inspiration for MacMillan’s 
music and the additional text of this movement. The first portion of the text, “Ecce 
Lignum Crucis, in quo salus mundi pependit” is sung by a vocal duet over a bass pedal. 
The upper line of the duet directly quotes the associated chant material, incorporating 
MacMillan’s additional rhythmic and melodic ornamentations. 
 
 
Musical Example No. 34: Ecce lignum Crucis chant145 
 
																																																								
145 The Benedictines of Solesmes, ed., The Liber Usualis, 735–736. 
The Solemn afternoon Liturgy 735
9. FOR THE CONVERSION OF THE HEATHEN
0Remus et pro paganis : ut Deus omnipotens auferat iniquitatema cordibus eorum; ut, relictis idolis suis, convertantur ad
Deum vivum et verum, et unicum Filium ejus Jesum Christum,
Deum et Dominum nostrum.
C. Oremus. D. Flectamus genua. D. Levate.
OMnipotens sempiterne Deus,qui non mortem peccatorum,
sed vitam semper inquiris : *
siiscipe propitius orationem no-
stram, et libera eos ab idolorum
cultiira; * et aggrega Ecclesiae
tuae sanctae, ad laudem et gl6-
riam nominis tui. Per Dominum
nostrum Jesum Christum.
All: Bj. Amen.
THIRD PART OF THE LITURGY :
THE ADORATION OF THE HOLY CROSS
14. After the solemn collects, the celebrant and ministers [or servers], bowing
to the altar, go back to the sedilia by the shortest way : the celebrant takes off
his cope, the ministers the dalmatic and tunicle : the solemn adoration of the
Cross then begins.
A large Cross is used whose figure is covered by a purple veil which can be
easily removed.
15. The Cross is first brought from the sacristy to the middle of the sanctuary,
while all stand. It is carried in this way : the celebrant and the subdeacon
stay at their bench, standing; the deacon goes to the sacristy with the acolytes
[or servers] and from there he brings the Cross in procession to the church.
The acolytes [or servers] go first, then the deacon with the Cross, walking
betwee  two more acolytes [or servers] who carry lighted candles.
When they reach the sanctuary, the celebrant and subdeacon go to meet
them, and the celebrant receives the Cross in the middle, in front of the altar.
[15a. The celebrant goes to the sacristy with the servers and from there
brings in the Cross, as above].
16. The holy Cross is then unveiled in this way :
The celebrant, holding the Cross, with deacon and subdeacon [first and
second servers] on either side, and two acolytes [servers] with lighted candles,
goes to the Epistle side on floor-level, stands facing the people, and uncovers
the top of the cross a little. An acolyte [server] holds the book; the celebrant
intones alone, at a low pitch, Ecce lignum Criicis, and the sacred ministers
sing it with him as far as Venite, adoremus, which is sung by the schola and
all the people, standing.
[In the simple rite, the celebrant alone sings or reads the antiphon as far as
Venite, adoremus, which is sung by all].
ANTIPHON AT THE UNVEILING OF THE CROSS
The celebrant The ministers with the celebrant
6 g = Z Z = r ^ ^ | Sgj==j=j
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/I//.- ty. Ve- ni-te, ad- ore- mus.
After the antiphon, all, except the celebrant with the Cross and the candle
bearers, kneel and adore in silence for a few moments.
The celebrant then goes to the middle of the altar and uncovers the Cross
completely. He raises it, and in a higher key sings again Ecce lignum
Criicis. The others join in the singing and kneel down, as before.
The celebrant then goes to the middle of the altar and uncovers the Cross
completely ; he then raises it, and in a still higher key sings again Ecce lignum
Cnicis. The others then join in the singing and kneel down, as before.
17. After its unveiling the solemn adoration of the Cross takes place in this
way : the unveiled Cross is given by the celebrant to two acolytes [or servers]
who stand on the predella in the middle of the altar facing the people; they
hold it on each side by the arms so that the foot of the Cross rests on
the steps.
Meanwhile the two other acolytes [or servers] who held the lighted candles
place them on each side of the Cross on the predella, and they kneel there on
each side of the predella facing the Cross.
Having given the Cross to the acolytes [servers], the celebrant with the
ministers [servers], comes down from the altar, genuflects to the Cross, and
goes to the sedilia.
The adoration of the Cross then begins as follows : first the celebrant comes
alone, then the sacred ministers, then the clergy and lastly the servers. If it
can be done conveniently, they all take their shoes off, and they approach the
Cross one after the other : after a simple genuflexion made three times, they
kiss the feet of the crucifix.
18. When the celebrant, ministers, clergy and servers have completed their
adoration of the Cross, it is carried to the communion-rail by the two acolytes
[or two servers] accompanied by the two other acolytes with lighted candles.
It is held there in the same way as indicated above so that the faithful can
come past the Cross as it were in procession, the men first and then the
women. They devoutly kiss the feet of the crucifix after making a simple
genuflexion.
If the adoration of the Cross cannot be carried through without difficulty and
hindrance to good order and devotion, it may be modified as follows : when
the clergy, or the servers, have finished their adoration the celebrant takes
the Cross from the servers; standing at the top of the altar steps, and first
briefly exhorting the people to adore the holy Cross, he holds it up, offering
it for their adoration, for a few moments,
IQ. While the adoration of the Cross is taking place, the schola (dividec




Musical Example No. 35: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt III, mm. 1–15 
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MacMillan employs the same chant material in the orchestral postlude of the final 
movement. Again ornamented and set in the fashion of Gaelic psalm singing, both violin 
sections directly quote the chant melody starting in m. 21.146 
 
 
Musical Example No. 36: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt VII, mm 19–31 
 
MacMillan sets the final line of the antiphon in the B sections of the third movement. 
This final line of text, “Venite adoremus,” is the responsorial portion of the chant, sung 
by the congregation. Reflecting the liturgical origin of this portion and responding to the 
previous duet, tutti choral sections sing the response in MacMillan’s work. As the choir 
sings the text, the previously described violin solo plays the melodic line, illustrated 
below.  
																																																								
146 This chant is further quoted in both the central section of Tryst and Kiss on Wood, mm. 45–47.  
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Musical Example No. 37: Venite adoramus chant147 
 
 
MacMillan again uses the melodic material from “Venite adoremus” to set the third 
sentence of Jesus in the fourth portion of this movement, sung by soprano duet. 
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/I//.- ty. Ve- ni-te, ad- ore- mus.
After the antiphon, all, except the celebrant with the Cross and the candle
bearers, kneel and adore in silence for a few moments.
The celebrant then goes to the middle of the altar and uncovers the Cross
completely. He raises it, and in a higher key sings again Ecce lignum
Criicis. The others join in the singing and kneel down, as before.
The celebrant then goes to the iddle of the altar and uncovers the Cross
completely ; he then raises it, and in a still higher key sings again Ecce lignum
Cnicis. The others then join in the singing and kneel down, as before.
17. After its unveiling the solemn adoration of the Cross takes place in this
way : the unveiled Cross is given by the celebrant to two acolytes [or servers]
who stand on the predella in the middle of the altar facing the people; they
hold it on each side by the arms so that the foot of the Cross rests on
the steps.
Meanwhile the two other acolytes [or servers] who held the lighted candles
place them on each side of the Cross on the predella, and they kneel there on
each side of the predella facing the Cross.
Having given the Cross to the acolytes [servers], the celebrant with the
ministers [servers], comes down from the altar, genuflects to the Cross, and
goes to the sedilia.
The adoration of the Cross then begins as follows : first the celebrant comes
alone, then the sacred ministers, then the clergy and lastly the servers. If it
can be done conveniently, they all take their shoes off, and they approach the
Cross one after the other : after a simple genuflexion made three times, they
kiss the feet of the crucifix.
18. When the celebrant, ministers, clergy and servers have completed their
adoration of the Cross, it is carried to the communion-rail by the two acolytes
[or two servers] accompanied by the two other acolytes with lighted candles.
It is held there in the same way as indicated above so that the faithful can
come past the Cross as it were in procession, the men first and then the
women. They devoutly kiss the feet of the crucifix after making a simple
genuflexion.
If the adoration of the Cross cannot be carried through without difficulty and
hindrance to good order and devotion, it may be modified as follows : when
the clergy, or the servers, have finished their adoration the celebrant takes
the Cross from the servers; standing at the top of the altar steps, and first
briefly exhorting the people to adore the holy Cross, he holds it up, offering
it for their adoration, for a few moments,
IQ. While the adoration of the Cross is taking place, the schola (dividec
into two choirs) sings the Reproaches and other chants, while the celebrant
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Musical Example No. 38: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt III, mm. 106–117 
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STABAT MATER DOLOROSA MOTIVE 
 
 Where the previously discussed “Stabat Mater” violin melody used in Movement 
IV is a single line, MacMillan additionally creates another similar tune to be used as a 
structural motive throughout the work. Referred to as the “Stabat Mater dolorosa 
motive,” this tune is used in a similar fashion to the “lamenting cadence” in the Seven 
Last Words from the Cross. Gregorian chant was again MacMillan’s inspiration and the 
origin for the “Stabat Mater dolorosa motive,” stated in the opening violin solo in 
beginning measures of the Stabat Mater. Not drawing on previously composed chant, 
MacMillan created his own chant-like melody based on the opening three words, “Stabat 
Mater dolorosa.” The elongated first note references the augmented and sustained initial 
pitches of the previously described heavenly violin solos in the third movement of the 
Seven Last Words from the Cross and final section of the Stabat Mater. The rhythmic 
dotted-half note followed by a quarter note is drawn from the remaining stressed syllables 
in the text: “STA-bat MA-ter do-lo-RO-sa.” The architecture of the line is reflective of 
chant, though MacMillan incorporates a strong use of modernist chromaticism, 
accentuating the use of half-steps. This opening violin solo, while only ten notes long, 




Musical Example No. 39: Stabat Mater, Mvt I, mm. 1–13 
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 A mournful gesture, the “Stabat Mater dolorosa motive” is repeated and altered 
multiple times to set the tone for the work. The motive is first repeated in the strings 
immediately following the opening violin solo, with repetitions in the second and first 
violins, while the violas and cellos play a varied iteration starting on D. The orchestral 
climaxes at mm. 27–29 and mm. 55–58 further leads to additive iterations of the motive, 
where with each change of pitch, one voice sustains to create a vertical cluster out of the 
melody. In similar fashion, the orchestral crescendo to m. 75 leads to the first entrance of 




Musical Example No. 40: Stabat Mater, Mvt I, mm. 75–78 
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 MacMillan further develops the motive through the use of inversion. Additional 
iterations of the motive are seen in the strings and voices at m. 32, m. 42, m. 60, m. 162, 
m. 198, and m. 215. Throughout these statements the violoncello prominently plays the 
reflective inverse of the motive in soloistic fashion at m. 32 and m. 60, and then in the 
closing moments of the movement, as a true solo in mm. 215–221. In many ways, these 
violoncello moments reflect on, and respond to, the initial violin solos at m. 5, m. 75, and 
m. 198. 
The “Stabat Mater dolorosa motive” is seen one additional time in the final 
moments of the entire work. The heavenly violin solo at the end of the fourth movement 
reflects the opening solo with the initial sustained A and dotted rhythm, and the motive is 
presented in inversion at the end of the solo, mm. 207–209. 
 
QUÆ MÆREBAT AND LYRICAL MOURNING MOTIVES 
 
 Two musical motives traverse the multiple movements of the Stabat Mater, both 
directly relating to the multiple iterations of “mourning” seen in the text. The first motive 
is seen in Movement I at mm. 142–144, with the text “Quæ mærebat et dolebat, pia Mater 
(The kind mother was mourning and aching).”  
 
 





     
 
Musical Example No. 42: Stabat Mater, Mvt II, mm. 23–33 
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The rhythmic and melodic material of this motive then takes on a prominent role in the 
second movement, seen at the first two entrances of the chorus, mm. 21–28 and mm. 57–
60, and the final closing orchestral material, mm. 198–203. 
 The second “mourning” motive is first presented as the consequent of the “Quæ 
mærebat” phrase at the beginning of Movement II. In discussing the genre of folk lament, 
Alex Ross cites that: 
The music of dejection is especially hard to miss. When a person cries, he 
or she generally makes a noise that slides downward and then leaps to an 
even higher pitch to begin the slide again. Not surprisingly, something 
similar happens in musical laments around the world. Those stepwise 
falling figures suggest not only the sounds we emit when we are in distress 
but also the sympathetic dropping of our faces and shoulders. In a broader 
sense, they imply a spiritual descent, even a voyage to the underworld.148 
 
This “lyrical mourning” motive follows the contour as described by Ross, evoking the 
personal feeling of dejection and lament. On the text “dolentem cum Filio? (mourning 
with her son?),” mm. 29–33, MacMillan shifts from a stark, pointed ascending melody to 
a lyrical, descending melodic line. This theme is characterized by its initial elongated first 
pitch, which moves by step to an accentuated ornamental triplet on beat three. The 
material is again sung by the sopranos in mm. 61–65. 
 At the end of the second movement, the text shifts from the mourning of Mary to 
the first person mourning of the author in the lines “fac, ut tecum lugeam (that I may 
mourn with you)” and “ut sibi complaceam (that I may be pleasing to him).” Both of 
these instances employ solo iterations of the “lyrical mourning” motive, as seen by the 
																																																								
148 Alex Ross, Listern to This, Farrar, Straus and Giroux: New York, 2010, 26. 
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violin solo in mm. 136–145 and tenor solo in mm. 162–169. The motive is presented 
again five times in the fourth movement, all of which employ solo, or soli, forces. 
 
Stabat Mater 
     Movement II 
 mm. 29–33 SATB imitation  dolentem cum Filio? 
(mourning with her son?) 
 mm. 61–65 Sopranos   et flagellis subditum 
       (and subdued by scourges) 
 mm. 136–145 Violin solo   after fac, ut tecum lugeam 
       (that I may mourn with you) 
 mm. 162–169 Tenor solo   ut sibi complaceam 
(that I may be pleasing to him) 
     Movement IV 
 mm. 38–46 SATB in unison, soli  Fac, ut portem Christi mortem 
(Grant that I may bear the death  
of Christ) 
 mm. 46–54 Violin solo   in inversion, connecting choral  
       material 
 mm. 54–60 Sopranos   Fac me plagis succensus 
       (Grant that I may be wounded  
with blows) 
 mm. 139–158 Tenor soli   Christe, cum sit hinc exire… 
       (O Christ, when I must depart  
from here…) 
 mm. 163–182 Violoncello soli  in inversion, following tenor soli 
Table No. 8: Use of “lyrical mourning” motive in the Stabat Mater 
 
 
USE OF SOLOS 
 
As seen in many of the notable moments above—such as in MacMillan’s 
depiction of paradise, the “Stabat Mater doloroso motive,” and the “lyrical mourning” 
motive—a soloist or soli section often presents these musical illustrations. Within the 
Seven Last Words from the Cross and Stabat Mater, the solo material can be divided into 
three categories: thematic, incidental, and practical. “Thematic solos” and soli sections 
are distinguished by their musical material, associated text, and structural significance. 
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“Incidental solos” are those that often come out of a larger combined texture and phrase, 
most likely employed for their color rather than thematic importance. As a practical 
consideration for the conductor, some solos are notated as “optional” in the full score and 
marked as such due to their difficulty and consequent clarity if played or sung by a single 
individual, and are therefore labeled as “Practical solos.” Charts of all solo moments are 
listed below: 
Seven Last Words from the Cross 
     Movement III 
 mm. 1–17 Bass solo or semi-chorus duet Practical 
mm. 16–29 Violin solo    Thematic (Jesus + Paradise) 
mm. 30–46 Tenor solo or semi-chorus duet Practical 
mm. 45–57 Violin solo    Thematic (Jesus + Paradise) 
mm. 59–75 Alto solo or semi-chorus duet  Practical 
mm. 76–86 Violin solo    Thematic (Jesus + Paradise) 
mm. 106–116 Soprano solo or semi-chorus duet Practical 
 
     Movement IV 
 mm. 17–19 Violoncello optional solo  Practical 
 mm. 22–24 Viola optional solo   Practical 
 mm. 48–65 String quartet optional solo  Practical  
Table No. 9: List of solos in the Seven Last Words from the Cross 
 
 
 In discussing the use of solos in the Stabat Mater, MacMillan described their use 
first as an exploration of the choral and vocal tapestry. Already knowing and having an 
appreciation for the high range of the sopranos and tenors in The Sixteen, MacMillan 
wrote particular solo moments for these voices. For that of the tenors, he likened their 
quality of sound to the emotional expression of folk and middle-eastern male singing, 
which he incorporated into the extensive tenor trio/quartet in the third movement.149 
  																																																								




     Movement I 
 mm. 5–12 Violin solo   Thematic (Stabat Mater motive) 
mm. 75–68 Violin solo   Thematic (Stabat Mater motive) 
mm. 125–130 Soprano solo   Incidental 
 mm. 175–187 SATB quartet solo150  Incidental 
mm. 198–210 Violin solo   Thematic (Stabat Mater motive) 
 mm. 215–221 Violoncello solo  Thematic (Stabat Mater motive) 
 
     Movement II 
 mm. 69–76 Alto solo   Incidental 
 mm. 136–145 Violin solo   Thematic (Lyrical mourning theme) 
 mm. 162–169 Tenor solo   Thematic (Lyrical mourning theme) 
 
     Movement III 
 mm. 65–121 Tenor solo trio/qrt  Thematic (first personal statement) 
 mm. 146–162 Bass section soli  Practical 
 
     Movement IV 
 mm. 35–36 Soprano solo   Incidental 
 mm. 46–54 Viola solo   Thematic (Lyrical mourning theme) 
 mm. 139–158 Tenor section soli  Thematic (Lyrical mourning theme) 
 mm. 140–182 Violoncello section soli Thematic (Lyrical mourning theme) 
 mm. 196–215 Violin solo   Thematic (Stabat Mater motive) 
Table No. 10: List of solos in the Stabat Mater 
 
  
MacMillan’s solo material provides not only an intimate voice within a larger 
choral-orchestral texture, but it also allows for personal reflection of the text. In his 
depictions of Jesus, Mary, or one’s self, the use of solos is well placed and should be 
associated with its corresponding text to illuminate a deeper meaning, regardless if the 
solo is sung vocally or played by an instrumentalist. This is demonstrated in the first 
movement with the predominant use of the violin solo, echoed by the violoncello solo 
that is associated with the personal statement, “Who is the man who would not cry…” 																																																								
150 This SATB quartet solo is handled differently than the rest of the solo material where in mm. 
187–190 MacMillan notes, “gradually others join in again, adding voices not after note.” 
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Displaying the equal implementation of voices and instruments, MacMillan hands off the 
final tenor and violoncello soli from one to another in the final moments of the entire 




 Drawing a direct connection between the two works, MacMillan starts the Stabat 
Mater with the exact dyad that he used to end the Seven Last Words from the Cross. The 
dyad, comprosed of an F# and G a half-step away from each other, is played pianissimo 
by the violins. The dyad is repeated multiple times in each work, separated by extended 




Musical Example No. 43: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt VII, mm. 74–82 
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Musical Example No. 44: Stabat Mater, Mvt I, mm. 1–7 
 
 
The dyad is first played at the end of the violins’ elongated orchestral postlude in 
the seventh movement of the Seven Last Words from the Cross, as the violins ascend two 
octaves from one F# to another. This ascent can be interpreted as a musical representation 
of Jesus’ spirit moving away from the cross. The duality of the F# and G signifies the 
transitive moment as the spirit leaves the body and Jesus draws his final breaths. The 
function of the F# at this moment also changes. Initially seen as the hanging supertonic 
unable to resolve down to the E Major triad of the “lamenting cadence,” the F# linked 
with G, is now felt wanting to ascend, ultimately to the A, which illustrates Jesus’ 
heavenly appearances. 151 
 The repeated dyad is seen twice more in the Stabat Mater at the end of both the 
third and fourth movements. At the end of the third movement, the dyad takes on a 
completely different character, played in the low register of the violoncellos and double 
basses on a low D and E. At the end of the fourth movement, multiple dyads are present. 
Identically pitched F# and G are played by the violins, reminiscent of the end of the 
																																																								
151 Jesus’ heavenly appearances found in the moments of paradise in the Seven Last Words from 
the Cross, Movement III, and Stabat Mater, Movement IV.  
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Seven Last Words from the Cross. At this moment, however, the tutti violins give way to 
the ascending violin solo that ends on a sustained G#. The sustained solo pitch being a 
half-step higher and closer to the heavenly A. The chorus, in turn, have their own dyads 
on the repeated “Amens.” Lower in pitch, the choruses’ dyads are separated by a whole-
step. The interval is not as striking or painful as Jesus’ half-step dyad between F# and G, 
but the comparison of final breathes is unmistakable. These “Amens” are now the 
singers’ final breathes, clearly reinforced by the text previously sung by the chorus—






RHYTHMIC AUGMENTATION AND DIMINUTION 
 
 MacMillan employs many post-minimalism devices throughout his music. Post-
minimalist influences are seen through his construction and manipulation of material. For 
example, the choral texture in the third movement of the Seven Last Words from the 
Cross is created using rhythmic augmentation and diminution. As displayed in the first 
entrance of the tutti basses in m. 19, the rhythms are increased within the half-note pulse 
from a single half-note, to two quarter-notes, to triplets, eighth-notes, quintuplets, 
sextuplets, and ending in sixteenth-notes. The basses repeat this exact material in the 
remaining two choral sections of the movement. In the second choral section, MacMillan 
employs the opposite technique with the entrance of the tenors singing sixteenth-notes in 
m. 49, progressively augmenting and elongating their rhythm. The altos create the third 
layer in the final choral sections, mirroring that of the basses’ diminution. 
Similar rhythmic augmentation is used to create the deconstructive effect of the 
“hammer blows” in the opening of Movement VI. The opening tutti chords of the strings 
break apart as individual lines experience augmentation of both the length of pitch and 











In a post-minimalistic fashion, MacMillan uses the first three measures of the 
upper soprano line in the second movement of the Seven Last Words from the Cross to 
create the melodic material for the entire movement. This three-measure tune is 
composed of six pitches: G–F#–E–D–C–G. The first five notes of the tune descend by 
step, before returning to the initial first pitch. This exact tune is found in the opening 
measures of MacMillan’s Kiss on Wood, and similar to that used in Divo Aloysio Sacrum. 
The order of these pitches is kept consistent in the soprano line throughout the entire 
movement. MacMillan however employs a rotational array with each three-measure 
iteration of the chorale, where each entrance begins with the second note of the previous 
iteration, as displayed in the chart below: 
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Chorale 1 (mm. 1–3)   G–F#–E–D–C–G 
Chorale 2 (mm. 7–9)   F#–E–D–C–G–F# 
Chorale 3 (mm. 14–16)  E–D–C–G–F#–E 
Chorale 4 (mm. 19–21)  D–C–G–F#–E–D 
Chorale 5 (mm. 27–29)  C–G–F#–E–D–C 
Chorale 6 (mm. 31–33)  G–F#–E–D–C–G 
Chorale 7 (mm. 40–42)  F#–E–D–C–G–F# 
Chorale 8 (mm. 45–47)  E–D–C–G–F#–E 
Chorale 9 (mm. 53–55)  D–C–G–F#–E–D 
Chorale 10 (mm. 59–61)  C–G–F#–E–D–C 
Chorale 11 (mm. 66–68)  G–F#–E–D–C–G 
Table No. 11: Soprano chorale pitches in the Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt II 
 
 
The progression of pitches goes through two complete cycles, so that the tune is 
represented in its original order three times in Chorales 1, 6, and 11. This sequential 
progression also provides the movement with both micro and macro descending 
characteristics. While the initial starting pitch is rotated, MacMillan maintains the 
integrity of the rhythm. This rotation of pitches paired with consistent rhythm allows 
different points and intervals to be accentuated. 
 In addition to post-minimal ostinati, MacMillan cites the 14th and 15th century 
technique of isorhythm as his inspiration.152 Therefore, the length of the six-note 
rhythmic pattern, or talea, is intertwined with the five-note falling musical pattern, or 
color. Such musical construction was first exemplified by Medieval and Renaissance 
composers such as Guillaume de Machaut, John Dunstable, and Guillaume DuFay. 
 MacMillan applies this compositional technique to generate eleven iterations of 
the chorale, creating a significant connection of the number of iterations and subject of 
the text. At this moment, Jesus is speaking to his mother, “Woman, behold thy Son!” As 																																																								
152 MacMillan, interview, January 22, 2017. 
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seen in the context of the Gospel passage at large, the “son” in the sentence refers not to 
Jesus, but to His beloved disciple, John, standing next to Mary. 
(John 19:26–27) When Jesus therefore saw His mother, and the disciple 
whom He loved standing by, He said to His mother, “Woman, behold your 
son!” Then He said to the disciple, “Behold your mother!” And from that 
hour that disciple took her to his own home. 
 
The number eleven refers to the eleven disciples of Jesus at that moment.153 Such 
numerical significance has been seen before in many works, but quite poignantly in the 
works of J.S. Bach—whom MacMillan cites as the model for these chorales.154 In Bach’s 
St. Matthew Passion, the composer wrote eleven iterations of “Herr, bin ichs?” to 
represent each of the eleven disciples “Lord, is it I?”155 Again, in the “Crucifixus” of the 
Mass in B Minor, Bach employed a repeated chromatically descending line in the 
continuo, originally taken from the “Weinen, Klagen, Sorgen, Zagen” chorus. Though 
when he repurposed the music for the “Crucifixus,” he “thus expanded the structure from 
twelve to thirteen parts. Whether he intended any symbolism in the number thirteen is 
unknown, although most of his listeners would have been aware that the Last Supper had 
thirteen guests.”156 The musical material for MacMillan’s chorales is derived from two of 
MacMillan’s previous works, Divo Aloysio Sacrum and Kiss on Wood. 
																																																								
153 i.e. the twelve disciples minus Judas, who betrayed Jesus and subsequently hanged himself. 
154 MacMillan, interview, January 21, 2017. 
155 Bach St. Matthew Passion, chorus 9e 
156 Ross, Listen to This, 45. 
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Musical Example No. 46: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt II, mm. 1–16 
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This same technique is mirrored in the third movement of the Stabat Mater. 
Again, employing eleven miniature chorales, MacMillan cycles through the melodic 
material in the upper soprano line while maintaining rhythmic uniformity, though this 
time he takes further liberties with the exactness of the repetitions. MacMillan truncates 
and modulates the pitches of Chorales 9, 10, and 11 to increase intensity and dramatic 
effect, therefore creating variation in the cyclic pattern as displayed below. Further 
differences between the two passages are found in the length of time between the 
chorales and that the rotational cycle works in reverse fashion. 
 
 Chorale 1 (mm. 1–2)   F–E–D–C#–E 
 Chorale 2 (mm. 4–5)   E–F–E–D–C# 
 Chorale 3 (mm. 7–8)   C#–E–F–( )–D 
 Chorale 4 (mm. 30–31)  D–C#–E–F–E–D 
 Chorale 5 (mm. 46–47)  D–C#–E–F–E–D 
 Chorale 6 (mm. 49–50)  D–C#–E–F–E 
 Chorale 7 (mm. 52–53)  E–D–C#–D–F  
Chorale 8 (mm. 55–56)  F–E–D–C#–E–F 
Chorale 9 (mm. 57– )   G♭–F–E♭… 
Chorale 10 (mm. 58– )  G–F#–E… 
 Chorale 11 (mm. 59–60)  A♭–G–F–E  




Musical Example No. 47: Stabat Mater, Mvt III, mm. 1–9 
 
 
MacMillan uses this same technique in the first polyphonic moments of the Stabat Mater. 
Each voice sings the pitches of a descending G harmonic minor scale: G–F#– E♭–D–C– 
B♭–A–G. Again, each entrance employs the same rhythmic pattern while rotating the 
initial starting pitch. Unlike when this technique was previously used in the Seven Last 
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Words from the Cross, here MacMillan alters the regularity of the sequence by shifting 
between retrograde and normal rotational array. The first four entrances begin with a 
retrograde of the last four pitches of the first G harmonic minor descending scale. The 
last four entrances then employ the remaining pitches in normal rotation: F#– E♭–D–C.157 
 
Entrances 1–4, retrograde starting pitch 
 Tenor (mm. 92–94)   G–F#– E♭–D–C– B♭–A–G 
 Alto (mm. 93–95)   A–G–F#– E♭–D–C– B♭–A 
 Soprano (mm. 94–96)   B♭–A–G–F#– E♭–D–C– B♭ 
 Bass (mm. 95–97)   C– B♭–A–G–F#– E♭–[C– B♭–A]–C 
  
Entrances 5–8, normal rotational array 
Tenor (mm. 95–98)   F#– E♭–D–C– B♭–A–[D] 
 Soprano (mm. 96–98)   E♭–D–C– B♭–A–G–[D] 
 Alto (mm. 97–99)   D–C– B♭–A–G–F#–[D] 
 Bass (mm. 97–100)   C– B♭–A–G–F#– E♭–D [ ] 
Table No. 13: Soprano chorale pitches in the Stabat Mater, Mvt I 
 
 
A similar passage of consistent rhythm with altered melodic order of pitches is found in 
the alto line of the sixth movement of the Seven Last Words from the Cross, mm. 52–66. 
 Multiple comparisons can be found between these three passages which all 
employ the rotational array, a compositional technique prevalent in post-minimalist 
music. The text for all three passages directly relates to Mother Mary. Each melodic line 
for these passages is also composed of a linearly descending scale, where the initial pitch 
of each entrance is of a longer note value than the remaining pitches. 
 
																																																								
157 The altered pitches in the descending scale have been notated in the above diagram with the 













 In these two works, MacMillan’s choral writing can be classified in two broad 
categories: chorale style and polyphony. From there, the choral writing can further be 
broken down into more distinct subdivision. Each of these writing styles are 
representative of different influences in MacMillan’s compositional development. The 
chorale style writing is primarily modeled after the chorales of J.S. Bach158 and is an 
example of traditional counterpoint and part writing. The moments of imitative 
polyphony draw resemblances to Renaissance music, where MacMillan cites the 
influences of Josquin and Palestrina.159 A further subdivision can be seen in free 
melismatic solo/duet writing often drawing its inspiration from Scottish folk music and 
chant. 
 The most direct moments of chorale style writing are found in the second 
movement of the Seven Last Words from the Cross, and subsequent mirrored sections—
the beginning of Movement VII of the Seven Last Words from the Cross, and Movement 
III of the Stabat Mater. When writing these movements, MacMillan described that his 
inspiration for these choral moments were drawn from Bach’s chorales in the two 
Passions.160 These three moments are direct statements from Jesus to his mother and 
heavenly father. Consequently, the directness of the entire choir singing in chorale style 
is very appropriate and poignant. No other movement outside these three starts with a 
																																																								
158 MacMillan, interview, January 21, 2017. 
159 MacMillan, interview, January 21, 2017. 
160 MacMillan, interview, January 21, 2017. 
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tutti chorale entrance. 
 These three opening chorale style moments share a number of similarities. The 
chorus always begins a cappella. Each chorale iteration is short, only two or three 
measures, and separated by long silent pauses. The dynamics are a declamatory 
fortissimo, without variation on repetition. When the strings finally enter, their material 
starts with a low pedal point that gives way to an imitative ascending figure. Over time 
this ascending line increases rhythmically and intensifies dramatically, providing linear 
crescendos to subsequent vertical simultaneities when the chorus enters. 
 Within MacMillan’s chorales, many comparisons can be drawn to the works of 
J.S. Bach. The first chorale in Movement II employs a traditional functional harmonic 
progression, I–V–vi–I6–IV–I in G Major. The functional harmony, however, quickly 
becomes less coherent as pervasive chromaticism and shifting tonalities take over. For 
many of his chorales, Bach would set a pre-existing tune in the soprano voice and 
harmonize the remaining voices. With the post-minimalist construction of the cyclic 
soprano line, MacMillan in turn has the same challenge, to harmonize a pre-existing 
soprano line. Even though many of these miniature chorales fall outside of functional 
harmony, the contour of the bass line continues to act as if they are employing such 
harmony, visible through the prevalent use of leaps of the intervals of perfect fourths and 
fifths. MacMillan’s inner voices also follow traditional Bach chorale conventions. 
Suspensions and sevenths in chords always resolve down by step, as shown in the alto 
parts in the first two chorales. MacMillan avoids parallel perfect fifths in the third chorale 
between the bass and tenor lines through the use of a series of rhythmic anticipations in 
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the tenor. Also as Bach approaches a cadence point with rhythmic motion, usually in an 
inner voice, MacMillan too approaches each cadential point with rhythmic movement, 
specifically with the anticipation in the soprano voice. 
 Outside of the above three moments previously discussed, MacMillan exhibits 
chorale style writing in the Seven Last Words from the Cross when using the “lamenting 
cadence.” While only a few chords in length, the same homo-rhythmic motion, moving 




 MacMillan’s polyphonic choral writing can be described in three categories: 
chant-based, imitative, and folk inspired. The chant-based writing draws on the influence 
of MacMillan’s Catholic tradition and practice. Written as a solo or soli line, these 
melodies often move by step, are primarily syllabic, and often center around a single 
recited pitch. Examples of this type of construction can be seen in the soprano lines at the 
end of Movement I and throughout Movement VI of the Seven Last Words from the 
Cross.161 These examples of chant-based writing were newly composed by MacMillan, as 
opposed to the end of Movement III, where MacMillan incorporates pre-existing chant 
into the soprano duet, “Verily, I say unto you…” at mm. 106–116. All three statements 
are texts of Jesus in the first person, set as chant in the soprano voice. MacMillan writes 
additional chant-based lines at the beginning of Movement III and throughout Movement 
IV. The material is elongated, ornamented, and dissonant in order to personify the text, 
																																																								
161 Seven Last Words from the Cross: Movement I, mm. 42–72; Movement VI, mm. 11–33 and 
mm. 45–75. 
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though is still constructed using the same influences and compositional techniques. 
 The imitative choral writing is inspired by Renaissance music. Examples of this 
style can be seen in the tenor and bass “Hosanna filio David” material in the first 
movement of the Seven Last Words from the Cross and the initial section of large choral 
material in the first movement of the Stabat Mater.162 The subsequent entrances of each 
voice display the imitation of text, rhythm, and melodic line. This type of writing—
linear, expressive in nature, and giving importance to each individual voice—directly 
opposes the collective gestures of chorale-style writing. MacMillan therefore pits these 
two compositional styles against each other in Movement III of the Stabat Mater. After 
eleven iterations, the opening chorales give way to an equally long section of imitative 
music starting with a tenor trio/quartet, mm. 65–121. 
 The third type of polyphonic composition employed is that inspired by Scottish 
folk music. The voices employ canonic devices, following one another and repeating the 
same musical material. Examples of this type of writing are found in MacMillan’s The 
Gallant Weaver, A New Song, and Movement I of the Seven Last Words from the Cross. 
This canonic treatment creates layers of sound and melody, which in turn create a 
distinctive texture, especially when set in the upper voices. 
  
																																																								





 MacMillan uses two additional types of choral writing in the Stabat Mater. The 
first is the use of non-pitched choral notation of the opposite extremes: loud shouting and 
soft stage-whispers. The first instance of non-pitched shouting comes at the end of the 
first movement with the repetition of the fifth stanza, “Quis est homo…,” mm. 195–198. 
Here he calls for “molto ff shouting” from the chorus, which complements the Bartók 
pizzicatos in the strings, presenting a raucous and barbaric effect. Similar material is 
found in the “Eia Mater, fons amoris” shouts in the second movement, mm. 118–126. 
MacMillan employs the opposite extreme with soft stage-whispers at the beginning of the 
second movement, mm. 21–28 and mm. 57–60. Layered on top of pitched material, the 
stage-whisper is used as an effect to creating a haunting atmosphere. 
The second type of additional choral writing used in the Stabat Mater is 
MacMillan’s implementation of non-functional homo-rhythmic chords. Such writing 
includes the series of plaining chords seen in both the choir and orchestral parts in the 
middle of the second movement, mm. 85–104. Written for divided sopranos and altos, the 
choir sings a series of parallel non-functional major-minor seventh chords in first 
inversion. Unique choral material is also found at the end of the piece with a white-note, 
homophonic, a cappella section reciting the last line of text. Non-functional, the chorus 
moves linearly in and out of cluster chords while the sopranos maintain a sustained D, 




INSTRUMENTAL MUSICAL IMAGERY 
 
In MacMillan’s Seven Last Words from the Cross and Stabat Mater, the orchestral 
material often sets the scene for the text and provides further reflection on what has been 
sung. For example, the repeated “lamenting cadence” seen throughout the first movement 
creates both the sorrowful atmosphere and musical analogy of Jesus hanging on the cross. 
MacMillan describes the violin motives that accompany the tenor and bass “Hosanna filio 
David” as “fanfares,” reflective of the brass instruments which are traditionally 
associated with the Palm Sunday exclamation.163 The “hammer blows” in the sixth 
movement replicate the violent nature of the nails being driven through Jesus’ hands and 
feet.164 
Elongated orchestral preludes, postludes, and interludes provide further 
opportunity for purely instrumental imagery and separation from the current crucifixion 
scene. The first notable orchestral interlude in the Seven Last Words from the Cross 
comes near the end of the third movement between the three iterations of “Ecce Lignum 
Crucis” and “Verily, I say unto you...,” mm. 88–104. The violin soli with arpeggiating 
middle strings reflects the texture of the “Paradise” moments seen earlier in the 
movement, with sffzp chords and tremolos providing additional textures.  
  
																																																								
163 James MacMillan, Program Notes to the recording: James MacMillan: Seven Last Words from 
the Cross, New York: BMG Catalyst, No. 09026-68125-2, 1995, 6. 




The tremolos are seen again at the end of Movements V and VII, where the two 
“shuddering moments” possibly mark the completion of the acts that precede them, and 
recollect Bach’s orchestral depiction of the earthquake in his Johannes-Passion. Jesus’ 
statement, “I thirst,” is not merely an expression of his physical needs at the moment, but 
a fulfillment of the Scriptures. Seen within the larger context of the Gospel of John 
19:28–30: 
(John 19:28–30) After this, Jesus, knowing that all things were now 
accomplished, that the Scripture might be fulfilled, said, “I thirst!” Now a 
vessel full of sour wine was sitting there; and they filled a sponge with 
sour wine, put it on hyssop, and put it to His mouth. So when Jesus had 
received the sour wine, He said, “It is finished!” And bowing His head, He 
gave up His spirit. 
 
The drinking of vinegar (Psalm 69:21) is one of multiple events predicted in the 
Scriptures, including that his hands and feet would be pierced (Psalm 22:16), his bones 
would not be broken (Psalm 22:17), and that they would cast lots for his clothes (Psalm 
22:18). Following Jesus’ death and the fulfillment of the Scriptures, the Gospels of Mark 
and Matthew note two further events—the veil of the temple being torn in two and an 
earthquake:  
(Mark 15:37–38) And Jesus cried out with a loud voice, and breathed His 
last. Then the veil of the temple was torn in two from top to bottom. 
 
(Matthew 27:50–52) And Jesus cried out again with a loud voice, and 
yielded up His spirit.  Then, behold, the veil of the temple was torn in two 
from top to bottom; and the earth quaked, and the rocks were split 
 
The “violent shuddering” moment at the end of Movement V employs tremolos that start 
with the upper strings and descend from top to bottom, just as the veil of the temple was 
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torn. Notably, from this moment on, MacMillan only employs white-note notation in a 4/2 
meter throughout the remainder of the Seven Last Words from the Cross and the Stabat 
Mater.165 The white-note notation recalls that of early sacred music of the Renaissance, 
opposed to that written in “common time.” 
 
 
Musical Example No. 49: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt V, mm. 52–63 
 
																																																								
165 The sole exception to this being MacMillan’s depiction of hell in the Stabat Mater, Movement 
IV, mm. 100–132. 
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Musical Example No. 50: Seven Last Words from the Cross, Mvt VII, mm. 15–18 
 
 
 The orchestral postlude that makes up the majority of Movement VII begins with 
similar tremolos throughout the strings, then quickly moves to a canonic violin duet. As 
MacMillan states:  
In setting such texts it is vital to maintain some emotional objectivity in 
order to control musical expression in the way that the Good Friday liturgy 
is a ritualistic containment of grief. Nevertheless it is inspiring when one 
witnesses people weep real tears on Good Friday as if the death of Christ 
was a personal tragedy. In this final movement, with its long instrumental 
postlude, the liturgical detachment breaks down and gives way to a more 
personal reflection: hence the resonance here of Scottish traditional lament 
music.166 
 
The “Scottish traditional lament music” referenced here is seen in the use of pibroch, 
linear lines, ornamentation, and the canonic following of the first and second violins 
representative of Gaelic psalm singing – referencing the following of a chanting priest 
and his congregation. 
 The orchestral tremolos in the beginning of the second movement in the Stabat 
Mater are taken from the MacMillan’s earlier work, Symphony No. 1 – Vigil. The near 																																																								
166 MacMillan, Program Notes: Seven Last Words from the Cross, 9. 
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impossibility to distinguish the pitches through the low rumbling of the double basses and 
violoncellos represents “death, darkness, and the tomb” of Jesus.167 
 
PRELUDES, POSTLUDES, AND INTERLUDES 
 
 Continuing the elongated postlude at the end of the Seven Last Words from the 
Cross, the Stabat Mater begins with a seventy-four-measure orchestral prelude. This 
prelude introduces the works primary motives of the work. It also serves as a pivot point, 
changing the focus from Jesus on the cross to the Mother Mary standing below. This shift 
is seen with the movement from the opening violin dyad and violin solo, downwards 
throughout the string sections. The “Stabat Mater dolorosa” theme follows a descending 
contour, closely shadowed by a section violoncello solo. 
 The orchestral postlude at the end of the second movement of the Stabat Mater, 
mm. 162–206, also reflects the final postlude from the Seven Last Words from the Cross. 
The canonic material between the two violin sections is a statement reminiscent of 
MacMillan’s “personal reflection” previously discussed. Referencing the personal 
statement sung by the tenor solo, “that I may be pleasing to him,” the violins’ line again 
incorporates the use of pibroch, linear lines, and ornamentation. These lines are played in 
opposition to descending drone-like chromatic lines, initially played by the double basses 
and later picked up by the violoncellos and violas. As the double basses momentarily 
drop out, the violas and violoncellos start an alternate oscillating figure. Mimicking the 
canonic violin figure, the middle strings are set in an imperfect canon, with opposing 
rhythmic values of quintuplets versus sextuplets. All of the upper strings begin to 																																																								
167 MacMillan, interview, March 24, 2017. 
 133 
coalesce, leading to an initial climax in m. 184. A series of miniature exclamations 
follow, incorporating motivic material from both the violins and middle strings, each 
separated by a measure of rest. Employing a stretto technique, the entrances between 
string sections become closer together, until all the strings enter simultaneously in m. 
196. This leads to an ultimate climax in m. 198 with all the upper strings playing a literal 
unison restatement of the opening “Quis non posset” material, reprised from the opening 
of the movement. Reflecting the return to the beginning, the double basses reappear to 
play the C# and F# tremolo chord in the final five measures, closing the movement the 
same way it started. 
 Providing additional scenes beyond the crucifixion, MacMillan depicts both 
heaven and hell in the fourth movement of the Stabat Mater. Expanding on the imagery 
of being “burnt and consumed by flames [of hell on] … the day of judgment,” MacMillan 
uses a 4/4 meter for the only time in the Stabat Mater in mm. 100–132. This section is 
marked by consistently running sixteenth-notes in the violoncellos, played sempre 
fortissimo with accents and staccato marks on each note. The remaining strings engage in 
a wild and chaotic texture, employing unbalanced and opposing rhythmical values of 
triplets, eighth-notes, quarter-note triplets, and quintuplets all at the same time. The 
tempo is marked at a quarter-note equals c.116 and crescendos to a final dynamic of ffff, 
at the convergence of MacMillan’s loudest and fastest markings. 
 MacMillan’s orchestral music is further classified by gestures, use of repetitive 
motives, drones, and complex crescendos to climatic moments. Many of the gestures and 
repetitive motives have already been described, such as the “lamenting cadence,” 
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oscillating arpeggios found in the moments of paradise, “shuddering moments,” and 
“hammer blows.” Drones and crescendos to climatic moments comprise the bulk of the 
remaining orchestral material. The use of drones, primarily played by low strings, can be 
seen in Movements III and V of the Seven Last Words from the Cross, at the end of the 
Stabat Mater, Movement VI, mm. 137–157 and mm. 195–201, and many other places. 
Such sustained drones and static harmony relate to the influence of bagpipes in 
MacMillan’s compositional style. The crescendos to climatic moments can be seen in the 
orchestral material of Movement II of the Seven Last Words from the Cross and then 
more dominantly throughout the Stabat Mater—such as in the orchestral prelude in 
Movement I, mm. 17–27, mm. 42–55, and mm. 60–78, interlude and postlude in 
Movement II, mm. 100–114 and mm. 168–206, the first section and orchestral interlude 
of Movement III, mm. 8–59 and mm. 124–144, and depiction of hell in Movement IV, 
mm. 100–132. Such surges are characterized by their initial linear ascents of diatonic or 
chromatics scales followed by an increase in rhythmic activity. Such rhythmic activity 
increases progressively from slower to faster units, often one instrumental section at a 
time, so that there is discourse between the string sections until they arrive at the climax 





 MacMillan does not primarily compose within the conventions of functional 
Western harmony. While most of his music is based on traditional diatonic scales, the use 
of tonic and dominant harmonies is not the overriding organizing principle. In their 
absence, MacMillan creates a sound world through the use of central pitches, static 
harmonies that resolve linearly, modal scales, and repetitive gestures. The Seven Last 
Words from the Cross is constructed on and around the pitch F# and the use of the tritone, 
both of which are seen in the opening moments of the work. The seven chromatic pitches 
contained in a tritone engage the numerical significance of the seven last words of Jesus 
and seven movements of the piece. The interval is seen throughout the work in small 
gestures and larger harmonic planning. Modal and chromatic scales further fill his music, 
from the opening Phrygian scale of the soprano’s “Father, forgive them” to the numerous 
chromatic scales used in the orchestral material of the Stabat Mater. Frequent cross third 
relations further provide a bittersweet sense of Renaissance tonality that directly relates to 
the use of modal scales. With this developed compositional language, the result is that of 
the linear motion of the bassline in the final movement of the Seven Last Words from the 
Cross from C–D–E feels not only natural, but definitively conclusive. Consequently, the 
last use of the “lamenting cadence” in Movement VII feels like an appropriate resolution 
to tonic, instead of its unresolved nature when first presented in Movement I. 
 MacMillan’s harmonic language is considerably more advanced in the Stabat 
Mater, than that of the Seven Last Words from the Cross. The use of chromaticism and 
cluster chords dominate the texture of the work. Balancing this pervasive use of the 
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twelve-tone system, MacMillan often moves in and out of these clusters through the use 
of unison pitches and recognizable triads. When major and minor triads are used, 
additional fourths and minor sixths are often incorporated into the chord. Examples of 
this include the orchestral D Major chord with an added fourth in Movement I, mm. 91 
and 214; F# Major triads with an added fourth in the opening measures of Movement II; 
B♭Major triad with an added minor sixth in Movement II, mm. 67; and similar places. 
The additional fourth or minor sixth creates a sounding half-step in the otherwise 
consonant triad, reminiscent of the initial F#/G dyad half-step. This use of chordal half-
steps is expanded in the final moments of the work in MacMillan’s depiction of paradise, 
where MacMillan places simultaneous D and D♭ Major triads together in Movement IV, 
mm. 195–201. 
 
 Many comparisons can be drawn to MacMillan’s compositional language and that 
of Benjamin Britten’s. The comparisons of the Seven Last Words from the Cross to the 
War Requiem are numerous. Both are multi-movement works written for chorus and 
orchestra. Employing a foundational sacred text, each composer selected additional 
supplemental texts to comment on the first, using both Latin and English. Both works 
also begin with an initial sustained/repeated F# and employ the use of the tritone 
throughout. Where MacMillan uses modal and chromatic scales in place of Western 
major and minor scales, Britten in turn did the same, as seen in the imitative “Quando 
caeli movendi sunt et terra” section of the “Libera me” that employs the octatonic scale. 
The opening choral section of the “Libera me” is divided into seven sections, making use 
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of the significant number. This section further demonstrates metrical and rhythmical 
modulation on a larger scale in the orchestra, creating a crescendo of grand proportions, 
leading to the ultimate climax in the seventh section. Both pieces also come to their 
conclusion by way of a linear resolution instead of using functional harmony.  
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 For both the Seven Last Words from the Cross and the Stabat Mater, it is 
recommended that the string orchestra should be arranged high to low, with first and 
second violins together, violas in the middle, cellos on the outside, and basses behind 
them. This setup is recommended for the amount of exposed material the violins play as 
section duets, and the progressive string material that moves through the string section, 
either high to low, or low to high. The lower three strings also often function as a unit, 
with the cellos playing important material. The Gaelic psalm singing material that often 
places the first and second violins in canon may be a reason to separate the two sections; 
however, the blending of sounds due to the overlapping texture is more appropriate that a 









Table No. 14: Recommended orchestral setup 
 
 
 Both works allow for a range of singers and players. At a minimum, MacMillan 
specifies a chorus of 8.6.6.6 (and upwards) and orchestra of 8.6.4.4.2 (or up to 
12.10.8.8.6).168 This recommendation would apply to professional forces only. To 
																																																								





address the various forces that could perform these works, the author of this dissertation 
recommends the following: 
 
Seven Last Words Minimum choir size = 24 professionals 
Minimum string count = 5.4.3.2.1169 
 
Ideal choir size = 40+ semi-professionals 
Ideal string count = 7.6.5.4.3 
 
 
Stabat Mater  Minimum choir size = 26 professionals 
   Minimum string count = 8.6.4.4.2 
 
Ideal choir size = 60+ semi-professionals 
   Ideal string count = 10.8.6.5.4170 
Table No. 15: Recommended ensemble size 
 
 
With appropriate rehearsal time, the choral parts may be performed by a talented 
amateur, or semi-professional chorus, of any size. Both the vocal and instrumental solos 
are intended to be performed by members of the ensemble. They are not necessarily more 
difficult than the ensemble material, but are exposed and provide MacMillan with a new 
and distinctive voice to use for thematic reasons.171 																																																								
169 In the Seven Last Words from the Cross, the double basses never divide and the divisi in the 
violoncellos is minimal, so this small string count is possible, though not necessarily 
recommended. The double basses divide a2 in the Stabat Mater. 
170 A larger string count is recommended for the Stabat Mater due to both the extensive divisi 
writing throughout all parts, but also in order to appropriately convey the most dramatic moments 
of the music. With less than this recommended string count, the aleatoric non-pitched material 
may be underwhelming compared to the surrounding musical material. 
171 The optional solo or semi-chorus material in the third movement of the Seven Last Words from 
the Cross is based on the size and ability of the choir. If working with a smaller professional 
ensemble, these passages may be performed by entire sections. If working with a moderate to 
large ensemble, or amateur singers, then it is recommended that these sections be sung by 
reduced numbers. Unlike the programmatic use of the violin solo in this work, or that of the tenor 
solo in the third movement of the Stabat Mater, these optional solos are largely recommended 
due to logistics and clarity. 
 140 
 The premiere of the Seven Last Words from the Cross was given accompanied by 
video prepared by the BBC. Most performances since the premiere have not used this 
video material. While both works use sacred texts from specific liturgical occasions, the 
Seven Last Words from the Cross and Stabat Mater are not intended to be performed 
during liturgical services but as concert works. Commenting on the influence of liturgy 
on these concert works, MacMillan stated: 
[S]omeone like me can’t help but be shaped and influenced by liturgy in 
other matters so that, for example, liturgy spills out. My interest in liturgy 
spills out of just purely liturgical music, which actually is quite a small 
part of my work, to be honest, but it spills into all my other stuff, like the 
settings of the passions, which are quasi- liturgical, para-liturgical, or 
certainly have roots in liturgy. And in works like Seven Last Words, and 
so on, which are based on liturgies, have their, have their impetus of being 
and root of being in liturgy, although they tend to be heard and performed 
purely and simply as concert works now. That’s the way of it, same with 
Bach as well.172 
 
 
REHEARSAL ISSUES AND TECHNIQUES 
 
 When composing the Seven Last Words from the Cross, MacMillan discussed 
with the author how he considered the choral and orchestral forces separately.173 It is 
appropriate to do the same when first considering how to rehearse the work. The choral 
and orchestral forces are often set in opposition and involved in contrasting musical 
textures at the same time. At first consideration, the choral material appears more 
approachable than that of the strings, though the lack of supporting orchestral parts may 
prove more difficult for choruses who are used to such choral-orchestral doubling found 
in many masterworks. The eight-part divisi sections consisting of divergent parts, use of 																																																								
172 Alvey, “Spirituality and Scottish Identity in the Selected Works of James MacMillan,” 152. 
173 MacMillan, interview, January 21, 2017. 
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dissonance, and complicated modulations throughout, make this work challenging for any 
choir. 
 MacMillan consistently stated that he “wrote up”174 to the two ensembles who 
would join together to premiere his Stabat Mater. In many ways, the choral material is 
more challenging due to the pervasive use of the twelve-tone techniques in the writing of 
both the melodic and harmonic figures. The solo passages, primarily for solo soprano and 
tenor trio/quartet, is the most difficult vocal material. 
 The orchestral material for both pieces is generally more virtuosic and employs 
more contemporary techniques than the corresponding vocal parts. Brilliance of 
virtuosity is demanded in almost every capacity—extreme registers, intricate rhythms, 
speed of moving notes, artificial harmonics, quartertones, thorny textures, and above all, 
necessary musicality. 
 Table No. 16 is compiled to display the choral-orchestral material of the Seven 
Last Words from the Cross in simplified explanations, broken down movement by 
movement to aid in rehearsal planning. The table demonstrates the division of the chorus. 
Note Movements I, II and VI all employ a texture where the altos, tenors, and basses 
work as a unit without the sopranos. Additionally, the orchestra plays very little in both 
Movement V and VI, and the violins have extended material in Movements I and VII. All 
of these details should be considered when building a rehearsal schedule. 
The Stabat Mater is more linearly composed than its companion work. The 
movements are longer and the musical textures often vary with each verse of the text. 
																																																								
174 MacMillan, interview, March 23, 2017. 
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Please see the structural diagrams included in the Appendix C for further breakdown of 
choral and orchestral material to aid in rehearsal planning and pacing of the work.  
One of the most difficult aspects of the choral writing for both works is the choral 
clusters. Seen in the Movements I, II, and VII of the Seven Last Words from the Cross, 
the choir is demanded to sing dissonant chords without preparation or orchestral support. 
The division of these complicated chords often results in recognizable triads with added 
intervals, such as fourths, sixths, and third cross relations. Use of analysis to deconstruct 
each of these chords is important so that the choir can rehearse the chords with and 
without the added dissonance for tuning and security. The writing in the Stabat Mater 
varies from this in that the hardest choral material usually starts first from a place of 
consonance, then is followed by linear chromatic leaps. 
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SSAA: opening linear material  
TTBB: independent complex 
“Hosannas”  
S: unison chant 
ATB: repeated “lamenting cadence” 
Violin I and II in difficult 
ornamented canon  






SATB divisi: complex and modulating 
chorale writing with complicated inner 
voices and harmonic shifts 
Most difficult orchestral 
material with complex rhythms, 
extended technique, and 
chromaticism 
III. Verily, 
I say unto 
you… 
SATB duets: ornamented optional solos 
where the S/T duets are the most 
difficult of the four  
AATTBB: rhythmic modulating 
material 
Extended violin solo  
Straight forward writing with an 
aggressive interlude 
IV. Eli, Eli, 
lama 
sabachthani 
SATB divisi: opening and closing 
sections are straight forward, with 
fifteen extensively complicated 
measures in the middle 
Accompanimental writing with 
optional solos throughout 
V. I thirst SATB: simple chant Barren texture 
VI. It is 
finished 
S: soli melodic linear line 








SSAATTBB: minimal chorale writing 
material 
Extended ornamental violin 
postlude with chordal 
accompaniment in lower strings 
Table No. 16: Simplified musical material for the Seven Last Words from the Cross 
  
 
 Both the Seven Last Words from the Cross and the Stabat Mater employ a large 
arch structure across the entire work, beginning and ending in simplicity with moments of 
fierce tension in the middle. Generally, each of the movements follows this same arch 
structure, with the long build of intensity to the climax in the middle of the movement, 
followed by deconstruction and resolution. The second, sixth, and seventh movements of 
the Seven Last Words from the Cross, and third movement of the Stabat Mater, however, 
start with shocking fortissimo chords. These rare abrupt starts to movements should be 
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considered when planning the pacing throughout the work. A nearly attacca launch from 
the prior movement into these moments make them all the more dramatic and startling. 
The sixth movement of the Seven Last Words from the Cross is the only movement in 
both works that ends louder than pianissimo, which is especially notable since it ends 
with tutti strings marked “sempre marcatiss. e ff al fine.”  	 	
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I do feel as if I’m telling an old story—that many others have been here 
before me, feeling the thread of history and tradition. But the tragedy 
keeps resurfacing, from one generation, from one century, to the next.175 
 
MacMillan’s music is not one dimensional. The beauty of heaven is not depicted 
without the suffering on earth. For MacMillan, Catholicism and the harsh brutality of the 
world go hand-in-hand. Growing up in Protestant Scotland with Irish Catholic descent, 
MacMillan experienced horrifying aggression and prejudice as a youth.176 Actions 
running the gamut from bullying to the murder of similar Catholic youths like himself.177 
While MacMillan credits the positive role models who surrounded him, such as his 
family and nuns in the Catholic school he attended, as providing him with a “different” 
perspective, such clashing worlds were always associated together.178 Consequently the 
blood, violence, abuse, and fear of the oppressive crowds which Jesus suffered on the 
cross generate vivid, relatable experiences for MacMillan. Additionally, the suffering of 
Mary with the loss of her son is an experience the composer personally bore with a loss 
of his granddaughter shortly after completing the Stabat Mater. Such life experiences 
created a raw depth of meaning and personal pain for MacMillan—that which his 
compositions subsequently reflect. 
 
																																																								
175 MacMillan, “Why are so many composers drawn to the Stabat Mater?” 
176 MacMillan, “Worthy is the Lamb that was slain,” Celtic Minded, 213. 
177 Ibid., 216–217. 
178 Ibid., 214–215. 
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The Stabat Mater text has been set many times and continues to generate interest 
into the 21st Century. MacMillan cites the, “suffering, broken heart of Mary is 
recapitulated in the lives of many, and artists with an empathy for our shared humanity 
will always return to embrace it.”179 He continued in another interview to state, “To me 
this great poem isn’t just about the suffering of one person, even if she is the Mother of 
God. It’s about the suffering of humanity, and the need for redemption from suffering, 
and that makes it very relevant for us now.”180 MacMillan’s sense of humanity and desire 
to reflect on pertinent issues drives the meaning behind the notes that make up his scores. 
In discussing his work, the composer often cites how extra-musical circumstances 
inform his compositional process. The work itself is the product, the result of deeper 
beliefs and means of expressing such thought. While acknowledging the abstract and 
absolute nature which music can embody, it is most often something more for this 
composer: 
[M]usic, as well as being one of the most spiritual of the arts, is also at a 
fundamental level the most abstract of the arts. And musicians and 
composers take a pride in the fact that music at a fundamental level 
doesn’t need any justification or point to it other than its own substance… 
but music in collaboration with the other arts and especially with literature 
and with words can provide a moral and political impetus and I’ve 
certainly been aware of that.181 
 
																																																								
179 MacMillan, “Ancient and modern.” 
180 Gerry Cordon, “The Manchester premiere of James MacMillan’s Stabat Mater: sacred music 
concerned with the suffering of humanity,” (October 31, 2016), 
https://gerryco23.wordpress.com/2016/10/31/the-manchester-premiere-of-James-MacMillan’s-
Stabat-Mater-sacred-music-concerned-with-the-suffering-of-humanity/ (accessed November 18, 
2016). 
181 Bakewell, “Inspiration has a divine dimension,” 125. 
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Consequently, when reflecting on his music, one should consider more than the mere 
product, but strive to uncover deeper layers. Why did MacMillan select such a text or 
quote a specific melody? What are the moral, social, political, and religious 
significances? How has he manifested these larger concerns and beliefs into the notes and 
musical phrases? How then does this music contain the power to influence those who 
perform and experience it? 
For MacMillan, the world is broken and full of suffering. While this sentiment is 
continually displayed through his compositions, it is never the end of the story. The need 
for mercy, forgiveness, healing, understanding, and sanctity are ever present and found as 
the consequence to the previous torment—a message which the composer desires to 
share. He cites the model and impact of works such as Britten’s War Requiem, Tippett’s 
A Child of Our Time, and Beethoven’s Fidelio, to state something that is stronger and 
more meaningful than the mere “notes on the page.”182 
In addition to composing music in this vein, MacMillan strives to positively affect 
those around him through work with his church and with students. Citing the positive 
influence of many of his mentors, MacMillan states, “I think if one is gifted in that way 
then one has to reflect it back to our peers, to our community,”183 specifically referencing 
the importance of composer Peter Maxwell Davies who “sees his role not just as being a 
composer but to encourage gifts that are there, that he knows are there in other 
people.”184 This thought has led MacMillan to found The Cumnock Tryst festival. The 
																																																								
182 Bakewell, “Inspiration has a divine dimension,” 125. 
183 Ibid., 122. 
184 Ibid., 122. 
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annual music festival is held in his hometown of Cumnock, a town that he says is “small 
and often over looked.”185 Despite small venues and lack of professional connections, 
MacMillan established the festival in his home town as a hope to support the community 
there and provide opportunities for others. In its three years of existence, the festival has 
featured many premiere musicians, such as violinist Nicola Benedetti and The Sixteen, 
though the emphasis of the festival is to provide performance opportunities for local 
musicians and to encourage youth participation. 
 
MacMillan feels “it is perverse to maintain that contemporary music should have 
no connection with the world around us, that the concern to achieve integrity in the 
abstract is somehow an activity which exists is blissful amoral isolation.”186 He believes 
that even abstract music should in some way or another have a connection to our modern 
world. He states with certainty that music has the power and ability to affect a single 
individual—to inspire, heal, and enrich a life.187 From there, one can only hope for what 
the communal aspect of music making and ability for personal and collective emotional 
expression may lead to in a relevant, contemporary way. Reviewing a premiere 
performance of the Stabat Mater, Gerry Cordon stated: 
I felt a deliberate intent in Macmillan’s score to thrust us into the 
contemporary world and its pain and suffering… For both musician and 
patron, therefore, a new Stabat Mater fulfilled their hope that sacred music 
might resonate far beyond traditional religious settings.188 
 
																																																								
185 MacMillan, interview, January 22, 2017. 
186 Kingsbury, “The Early Choral Music of James MacMillan: 1983–1993,” 14. 
187 MacMillan, interview, January 21, 2017. 
188 Cordon, “The Manchester premiere of James MacMillan’s Stabat Mater.” 
 149 
MacMillan’s Seven Last Words from the Cross and Stabat Mater are both deeply 
religious works with profound layers of musical metaphors and emotional connection. 
Even for those who do not share his religious beliefs, MacMillan hopes that these works 
can speak to the humanity of us all. The Seven Last Words from the Cross shows a man 
in the last moments of his life. Despite suffering brutally, his desires are not selfish but 
are to take care of those around him—forgiving those who wronged him, seeing to the 
well-being of his mother and friend, and giving comfort to a stranger. The Stabat Mater 
does not merely describe the sorrow of a parent grieving the loss of a child. With the 
poem and MacMillan’s musical setting, the author and musicians do more than observe, 
they engage and relate with those who weep, sharing the burden. Our world is too often 
filled with suffering. MacMillan hopes that music will not only lead us to reflect on such 




APPENDIX A: Text and Translations 
 
 
SEVEN LAST WORDS FROM THE CROSS 
The traditional text of the Seven Last Words from the Cross is a compilation from all four 
gospels to form a sequential presentation of the last seven sentences uttered by Jesus 
Christ. Additional texts were selected by Sir James MacMillan. 
 
I.  Father, forgive them, for they know no what they do 
 Luke 23:34 
 
Hosanna filio David,    Hosanna to the Son of David, 
benedictus qui venit in nomine Domine, blessed is he who comes in the name of  
          the Lord, 
Rex Israel, Hosanna in excelsis!  The King of Israel, Hosanna in the Highest! 
 The Palm Sunday 
 Exclamation 
 
The life that I held dear I delivered into  
the hands of the unrighteous 
and my inheritance has become for me  
like a lion in the forest. 
Me enemy spoke out against me. 
‘Come gather together and hasten to  
 devour him’. 
They placed me in a wasteland of  
 desolation, 
and all the earth mourned for me. 
For there was no one who would  
acknowledge me or give me help. 
Men rose up against me and spared not my life. 
 From the Good Friday  
 Responsories for Tenebrae 
 
 
II.  Woman, behold thy Son!... Behold thy Mother! 
  John 19:26–27 
 
 
III. Verily, I say unto you, today thou shalt be with me in Paradise 
  Luke 23:43 
 
 Ecce Lignum Crucis    Behold the Wood of the Cross 
 in quo salus mundi pependit:   on which the Saviour of the world was hung: 
 Venite adoremus.    Come let us adore him. 
  Good Friday Versicle 
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IV. Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?  My God, my God, why have you forsaken  
  Matthew 27:46        me? 
 
 
V. I thirst 
 John 19:28 
 
Ego te potavi aqua salutis de petra:  I gave you to drink of life-giving water from  
      the rock: 
 et tu me potasti felle et aceto.   and you gave me to drink of gall and  
  From the Good       vinegar. 
  Friday Reproaches 
 
 
VI.  It is finished 
 John 19:30 
 
My eyes were blind with weeping, 
for he that consoled me is far from me: 
consider, all you people, 
is there any sorrow like my sorrow? 
All you who pass along this way take heed 
and consider if there is any sorrow like mine. 
 From the Good Friday  
 Responsories for Tenebrae 
 
 
VII. Father, into Thy hands I commend my Spirit 






attributed to Jacopone da Todi (c. 1230–1306) 
translation by Edward Tambling 
 
I.  Stabat Mater dolorosa 
 
Stabat Mater dolorosa    The sad mother was standing, 
juxta crucem lacrimosa,   weeping, next to the cross 
dum pendebat Filius.     on which her son was hanging. 
 
Cujus animam gementem,   His groaning soul, 
contristatam et dolentem   deeply saddened and aching, 
pertransivit gladius.    was pierced through by a sword. 
 
O quam tristis et afflicta   O how sad and afflicted 
fuit illa benedicta    was that blessed mother 
Mater Unigeniti!    of the only-begotten son! 
 
Quæ mærebat et dolebat,   The kind mother was mourning 
pia Mater dum videbat   and aching, when she beheld 
nati pœnas inclyti.    the pains of her renowned son. 
 
Quis est homo qui non fleret,   Who is the man who would not cry 
matrem Christi si videret    at seeing the mother of Christ 
in tanto supplicio?    in such a great ordeal? 
 
 
II. Quis non posset contristari 
 
Quis non posset contristari   Who could not be saddened deeply 
Christi Matrem contemplari   at gazing upon the mother of Christ, 
dolentem cum Filio?    mourning with her son? 
 
Pro peccatis suæ gentis   For the sins of his people 
vidit Jesum in tormentis,   she saw Jesus in torment 
et flagellis subditum.    and subdued by scourges. 
 
Vidit suum dulcem natum   She saw her sweet son 
moriendo desolatum,    desolate in dying, 
dum emisit spiritum.    while he gave up his spirit. 
 
Eia Mater, fons amoris,   Oh mother, fount of love, 
me sentire vim doloris   make me to feel the power of sadness, 
fac, ut tecum lugeam.    that I may mourn with you. 
 
Fac, ut ardeat cor meum   Make my heart to burn 
in amando Christum Deum,   in loving Christ as God, 
ut sibi complaceam.    that I may be pleasing to him. 
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III. Sancta Mater, istud agas 
 
 Sancta Mater, istud agas,   Holy mother, may you grant this, 
crucifixi fige plagas    firmly fix the stripes of the crucified 
cordi meo valide.    onto my heart. 
 
Tui nati vulnerati,    Divide with me the pains 
tam dignati pro me pati,   of your wounded son 
pœnas mecum divide.    who was so worthy to suffer for me. 
 
Fac me tecum pie flere,   Make me gently to weep with you, 
crucifix condolere,    and to feel the pain of the crucified, 
donec ego vixero.    until I will have lived. 
 
Juxta crucem tecum stare,   Let me stand with you next to the cross, 
et me tibi sociare    and let me unite with you 
in planctu desidero.    in your breast-beaten grief. 
 
Virgo virginum præclara,   O most noble Virgin of virgins, 
mihi jam non sis amara:   may you not be harsh to me now: 
fac me tecum plangere.   make me to lament with you. 
 
Sancta Mater, istud agas…     
 
 
IV. Fac, ut portem Christi mortem 
 
Fac, ut portem Christi mortem,  Grant that I may bear the death of Christ, 
passionis fac consortem,   make me a kindred being of his passion, 
et plagas recolere.    and to recall his stripes. 
 
Fac me plagis vulnerary,   Grant that I be wounded with blows, 
fac me cruce inebriari,   grant that I be intoxicated by the cross, 
et cruore Filii.     and by the gore of your son. 
 
Flammis ne urar succensus,   Let me not be burnt and consumed by flames; 
per te Virgo, sim defensus   may I be defended by you, O Virgin, 
in die judicii.     in the day of judgement. 
 
Christe, cum sit hinc exire,   O Christ, when I must depart rom here, 
da per Matrem me venire   grant that through your mother I may come 
ad palmam victoriæ.    to the palm of victory. 
 
Quando corpus morietur,   When my body dies, 
fac ut animæ donetur    grant that the glory of heaven 




APPENDIX B: Catalog of Recordings 
 
 
SEVEN LAST WORDS FROM THE CROSS 
 
MacMillan, James. Seven Last Words from the Cross. James Hunter, producer. Performed 
by Cappella Nova and the BT Scottish Ensemble, Alan Taverner, conductor. 
London: Hunter Productions for BBC North, 1994.  
MacMillan, James. Seven Last Words from the Cross. Ralph Mace, producer. Performed 
by Polyphony and London Chamber Orchestra, James MacMillan, conductor. 
London: Catalyst, BMG Records, 1994. 
MacMillan, James. Seven Last Words from the Cross. Mark Brown, producer. Performed 
by Polyphony and London Sinfonia, Stephen Layton, conductor. London: 
Hyperion Records Limited, 2005. 
MacMillan, James. Seven Last Words from the Cross. John Rutter, producer. Performed 
by The Dmitri Ensemble, Graham Ross, conductor. London: Naxos Records, 
2008. 
MacMillan, James. Seven Last Words from the Cross. Jochen Eggert and Timothy 
Shantz, producers. Performed by Spiritus Chamber Choir and Calgary 
Philharmonic Orchestra, Timothy Shantz, conductor. Calgary, Canada: Spiritus 





MacMillan, James. Stabat Mater. Mark Brown, producer. Performed by The Sixteen and 
Britten Sinfonia, Harry Christophers, conductor. London: Coro, The Sixteen 
Productions Ltd., 2017. 
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Quis est homo qui non fleret,
matrem Christi si videret
O…
O quam tristis et afflicta
fuit illa benedicta
Mater Unigeniti!
Quæ mærebat et dolebat,



















Quis est homo qui non fleret,
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ut sibi complaceam. [2x]









Quis non posset contristari
dolentem cum Filio?
Christi Matrem contemplari
Pro peccatis suæ gentis


























me sentire vim doloris
fac, ut tecum lugeam.



























































































































































































































Sancta Mater, istud agas,
Sancta Mater, istud agas,
Sancta Mater, istud agas,










Sancta Mater, istud agas,
Sancta Mater, istud agas (3x)
…crucifixi fige plagas

















Sancta Mater, istud agas,
Juxta crucem tecum stare,











Fac me tecum pie flere,
crucifixo condolere,
in planctu desidero.


























































































































































i ad palmam victoriæ.













Fac, ut portem Christi mortem,
passionis fac consortem,
et plagas recolere.





Flammis ne urar succensus,
per te Virgo, sim densus
in die judicii.

















































APPENDIX D: Lecture Recital Approval Form and Program Notes from  
“The Music of James MacMillan” Performance 
 
 
The following pages include excerpts from a performance given in association of 
this dissertation. The performance was curated and conducted by the author in order that 
the rehearsal and performance process would aid in both the research of this dissertation 
and provide an example of the practical application of this dissertation’s findings. 





THE MUSIC OF JAMES	MACMILLAN	
 
SATURDAY | APRIL 1, 2017 AT 5:00PM 
FIRST BAPTIST CHURCH   111 PARK AVE | WORCESTER, MA 
 
 
A NEW SONG 1997 
O RADIANT DAWN 2007 
 
KISS ON WOOD 1993 
AFTER THE TRYST 1988 
SCOTS SONG original tune 1984; reset 1991 
 
- intermission - 
 
SEVEN LAST WORDS FROM THE CROSS 1993 
 I. Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do 
 II. Woman, behold they Son!... Behold thy Mother! 
 III. Verily, I say unto you, today thou shalt be with me in Paradise 
 IV. Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani? 
 V. I thirst 
 VI. It is finished 
VII. Father, into Thy hands I commend my Spirit 
 
 
WPI FESTIVAL CHORUS 
JOSHUA W. ROHDE CONDUCTOR & CELLO 
 
WITH GUESTS 
WESLEY HALL ORGAN & PIANO | ERIK ROHDE VIOLIN | SARAH ROHDE SOPRANO 
 
MILFORD HIGH SCHOOL CHAMBER CHOIR 
FIRST BAPTIST CHURCH CHOIR	 	
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A Note from the Director 
 
 Tonight’s concert features the music of living Scottish composer Sir James 
MacMillan. An internationally successful composer, MacMillan’s music is flooded with 
Scottish influences, reflections of his Catholic faith, and a direct sense of social 
consciousness. Tonight’s program is designed to present these characteristics of his music 
and display the levels of influence and meaning behind his notes. 
 The first half of the program is intended to show multiple aspects of MacMillan’s 
writing in smaller forms. Starting with two shorter choral works, one can gain an 
understanding of how he writes for a choir and the style of music which has made him 
popular for so many audiences. They demonstrate how MacMillan musically interprets texts 
and incorporates sounds of bagpipes, Scotch snaps, and drones into his compositional 
voice. The next three works demonstrate how MacMillan writes for instrumentalists and the 
solo voice. For instrumentalists, he typically writes in a more complex and modern style, 
drawing on extreme registers and fragmented melodies, while the solo voice presents his 
most simple yet elegant writing on the program. These musical forces are then combined 
into one work, the Seven Last Words from the Cross, featured as the second half of the 
program. 
 Tonight’s concert is given as part of my dissertation work at Boston University, in 
completion of a Doctor of Musical Arts Degree in Choral Conducting. I am very thankful for 
the support of the students, staff, and administration at WPI for collaborating with me on 
this project. Their generosity of time, effort, and excitement for this concert has been so 
encouraging to me throughout the process and each of our rehearsals. 
In a recent interview, an individual asked MacMillan, “Who do you write music for? 
Who is your ideal listener?” He responded by acknowledging that we already have lots of 
wonderful music, a canon of pieces we enjoy coming back to over and over again. Not 
intending to oppose this, MacMillan sees music as one of the purest forms of expression 
and a living tradition which can be used to communicate our thoughts and emotions in our 
modern world and culture. He continued to state that the ideal listener is someone who is 
eager, hungry, and excited to hear something they have never heard before. Ready and 
willing to be exposed to music that will make them think and reflect at a deeper level and 
respond in ways they cannot necessarily predict. 
I hope that this program of MacMillan’s music will encourage you to engage with 
the meaning behind the text and emotions of the musicians. It has been a privilege to put 
this concert together and we are eager to share it with you. Enjoy. 
 
         – Joshua W. Rohde 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 
THIS PROGRAM IS PRESENTED IN PARTIAL FULFILLMENT OF  
JOSHUA W. ROHDE’s DOCTOR OF MUSICAL ARTS DEGREE FROM BOSTON UNIVERSITY 
 
AND GENEROUSLY SUPPORTED BY THE FIRLA ENDOWMENT	
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A	NEW	SONG		(1997) 
Psalm 96:1, 2, 13 
 
O sing unto the Lord a new song, 
sing unto the Lord all the whole earth. 
Sing unto the Lord and praise His Name, 
be telling of His salvation from day to day. 
For He cometh to judge the earth, 
and with righteousness to judge the world 
and the people with His truth. 		
O	RADIANT	DAWN		(2007) 
O oriens, splendor lucis æternæ, Advent Antiphon for December 21 
 
O Radiant Dawn, Splendor of eternal Light, Sun of Justice: 
come, shine on those who dwell in darkness and the shadow of death. 
 Isaiah had prophesied, ‘The people who walked in darkness have seen a great  
 light; upon those who dwelt in the land of gloom a light has shone.’ 
O Radiant Dawn… Amen. 
_______________________________________________________________ 
 
Sir James MacMillan (b. 1959) is one of the most widely regarded and successful 
composers living today, recognized for the incorporation of Scottish folk music and 
Catholicism into his music. Raised in the small Scottish town of Cumnock, approximately 40 
miles south of Glasgow, MacMillan attended St. John’s Roman Catholic Primary School 
growing up and took both trumpet and piano lessons. In 1973, MacMillan started secondary 
school at the Cumnock Academy, where he studied with Herbert Richardson and was 
introduced to the music of Palestrina, Victoria, and Bach. Reflecting on the influence 
Herbert Richardson had on him as a conductor, MacMillan states: 
 
He was an inspirational music teacher and got me very interested in choral 
music. He was an Ayrshire man and about ten years older than me, so in his 
late twenties then. Because of his youth and infectious enthusiasm, he got 
the most unlikely characters involved in singing. 
 
There was a lot of choral singing at school and I developed a love of 
Palestrina, Victoria and Bach very early on. If anything, Palestrina and Bach 
still remain as my most influential figures from the past. There is a powerful 
visceral, emotional and spiritual force in their music, that made its first 
listeners think they were in heaven when they heard it. It is also music that is 
very complex - complexity and emotional force need not necessarily be 
contradictory things. 
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MacMillan completed his undergraduate studies in composition at the University of 
Edinburgh in 1981. It was at this same time that MacMillan first became interested in 
ethnomusicology and the native music of Scotland. Fascinated with the music and 
traditions, he both studied it and began to perform it, taking up the penny whistle. 
 
[It] wasn’t anything that had any precedent in my earlier life. Scottish music 
wasn’t a part of the family background. I discovered it afresh, and it was like 
a brand new discovery for me, aged 22, 23, which is quite an incredible 
thing for any Scottish musician to make that discovery of one’s self at such a 
late stage. 
 
MacMillan consequently joined the folk band “Broadstone,” and performed regularly with 
them in pubs and other venues. It was for this group that he first set William Soutar’s poem 
“The Tryst” to music as a Scottish ballad. 
From January 1986 to June 1988, he moved to England, where he held a temporary 
lecturer position at Manchester University. MacMillan completed his doctorate in 
composition from the Durham University in 1987 and moved back to Scotland in the 
summer of 1988. These two events marked a pivotal moment in his career and development 
of his compositional voice. 
Launching into a new compositional style, MacMillan began to purposely 
incorporate elements of traditional Scottish folk music into his writing. The use of drones 
and accented ornamentation directly relate to the characteristics of a Scottish bagpipes and 
folk singing. The use of modal scales and consistent rise and fall of a simple tune further 
harken resemblances to traditional folk music, as all of which are displayed in A New Song. 
MacMillan’s fame rose to international levels in the early 1990s with the premieres of 
his music-theater work Búsqueda at the Edinburgh International Festival, orchestral work 
The Confession of Isobel Gowdie, and percussion concerto Veni, Veni, Emmanuel, the last 
two of which were featured at the BBC Proms. Having a successful career as a composer 
and conductor, MacMillan has worked regularly with the Scottish Chamber Orchestra, 
Philharmonia Orchestra of London, Royal Scottish National Orchestra, BBC Philharmonic, 
and appeared with Tokyo’s NHK Symphony, Bergen Philharmonic, Los Angeles 
Philharmonic, and been commissioned to write new works for the Boston Symphony 
Orchestra, London Symphony Orchestra, City of Birmingham Symphony Orchestra, Berlin 
Radio Choir, Oregon Bach Festival, The Sixteen, Pittsburgh Symphony, Yale University, and 
many more organizations. 
Having written many large works for professional ensembles, MacMillan is equally as 
passionate about writing more accessible works to be sung by church and collegiate choirs, 
as displayed with his Strathclyde Motets and the first two works on this program, A New 
Song and O Radiant Dawn. The combination of sacred text and Scottish devices 
demonstrates MacMillan’s passions and personal voice. A devote and life-long Catholic, 
MacMillan often sets sacred texts to music, for both concert and liturgical use. His faith has 
also inspired him to speak out on behalf of many social issues – such as racial prejudices in 
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modern day Scotland, violence in Latin America, and a desire for a greater understanding 
and appreciation of one another. 




Based on the Good Friday Versicle 
 
Ecce Lignum Crucis    Behold the Wood of the Cross 
 in quo salus mundi pependit:   on which the Saviour of the world was hung: 








Tryst, by William Soutar 
 
O luely, luely cam she in   O softly, softly came she in 
And luely she lay doun:   And softly she lay down: 
I kent her by her caller lips   I knew her by her fresh lips 
And her breists sae sma’ and roun’.  And her breasts so small and round. 
 
A’ thru the nicht we spak nae word  All through the night we spoke not a word 
Nor sinder’d bane frae bane:   Nor sundered bone from bone: 
A’ thru the nicht I heard her hert  All through the night I heard her heart 
Gang soundin’ wi’ ma ain.   To go sounding with my own. 
 
Is was about the waukrife hour   It was about the wakening hour 
Whan cocks begin tae craw   When cocks begin to crow 
That she smool’d saftly thru the mirk  That she slipped softly through the mirk 
Afore the day wud daw.   Before the day would dawn. 
 
Sae luely, luely cam she in   So softly, softly came she in 
Sae luely was she gaen,   So softly was she gone, 
And wi’ her a’ my simmer days   And with her all my summer days 
Like they had never been.   Like they had never been.	  
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These three solo works can be viewed in progression: the Scots Song, a bittersweet 
love song set as a simple melody; the modern distortion of this poignant heartbreak in After 
the Tryst; and the slow reflective aftermath as one comes to terms with their emotions in 
Kiss on Wood.  The melody for the Scots Song was the first music conceived of these three 
pieces. Setting the poem “The Tryst” by William Soutar, MacMillan first wrote this melody 
for a band he played with in 1984 and performed the song in bars and clubs as an old 
Scottish ballad. He later rearranged the same text and tune for soprano and piano, the 
setting performed tonight. MacMillan describes that the tune carries the strong associations 
of “commitment, sanctity, intimacy, faith, love, but it is also saturated with a sadness as if all 
these things are about to expire.” The word “tryst” means “an agreement to meet, as 
between lovers.” These works, associated with Soutar’s poem “The Tryst,” are a meeting 
for things MacMillan cares deeply for, formatted as a musical assimilation of his Scottish 
heritage, Catholic faith, and conservative and modernist compositional influences. 
Consumed by the melody and text of “The Tryst,” MacMillan next wrote the 
deconstructed and ornamental violin work After the Tryst in 1988. Following the short violin 
work, MacMillan wrote a longer full orchestral piece, Tryst, which employs many of the same 
techniques in 1989. The center of this work includes the reference to chant and Gaelic 
psalm singing—where two voices follow each other, playing the same melody in close, 
overlapping succession, mimicking that of a priest and his congregation. This musical style 
bears a personal religious significance to MacMillan, embodying both distinctive Scottish 
folk music and a Catholic tradition simultaneously.  
Kiss on Wood mirrors this religious and musical devotion. Written in 1993, at the 
same time as MacMillan’s Seven Last Words from the Cross, the cello piece draws many 
parallels to the longer choral-orchestral work. The opening pitches played by the cello are 
identical to that sung by the sopranos in the second movement chorales of the Seven Last 
Words from the Cross. In similar fashion, excruciating long periods of silence separate the 
jarring opening statements of both works. MacMillan further associates Kiss on Wood, while 
only an instrumental work, with the text and chant of the Good Friday Versicle “Ecce lignum 
crucis in quo salus mundi pependit: Venite adoremus.” This same text and melody is used 
in the third movement of the Seven Last Words from the Cross. The final connection is most 
prominently seen with the conclusion of both works, ending again with Gaelic psalm singing 
which dissolves into a two-note dyad, played over and over again. 
In tonight’s concert, the three works will be displayed in reverse, each time moving 
closer to the love and beauty in the soprano’s song. While this goes against the 
chronological order of the works thematic progression, it aligns with a theme more 
representative of MacMillan and his larger body of compositions. He is a composer that 
often writes about love and beauty, but almost never without first displaying inevitable pain 
and suffering. For example, his depictions of heaven are frequently preceded by visions of 
Jesus’ crucifixion. So, for tonight’s program we shall do the same, starting with religious 
heartbreak and moving towards simplicity and beauty. 
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MacMillan’s Seven Last Words from the Cross was composed in 1993 and 
premiered during Holy Week in 1994. While working on the commission, MacMillan’s career 
was just beginning to rise quickly as a composer and conductor. As a result of this success, 
he was the featured composer for the 1993 Edinburgh International Festival. In addition to 
his career successes and advancements, MacMillan also became a father again with the 
birth of his twins, Aidan and Clare, on June 10, 1993. These coinciding events were both 
welcomed, but subsequently created a tremendous amount of stress for MacMillan. Driving 
daily between the Edinburgh International Festival and his home in Glasgow to help care for 
the newborns, he suffered from extreme exhaustion, so much that he crashed his car on the 
final day of the festival. In addition to the physical demands and pressures applied by 
others, MacMillan simultaneous suffered from a period of self-doubt and self-examination, 
scrutinizing his compositional output, removing works from his published repertoire, and 
looking to consciously move forward with establishing an individual compositional voice and 
trajectory” 
 
I dried up and it felt like a creative block. Seven Last Words was the next 
piece – deadlines were looming. By October into November of that year not 
a note had been written although I had been thinking about it. The 
commissioner and performers were getting worried. Suddenly those seven 
movements came very quickly and by January it was finished.” 
 
In the Seven Last Words from the Cross, MacMillan uses a series of devices to 
musically depict the text. The music opens with a single, bare F# sustained by the violins. 
The remaining strings enter to play a cadence only a few measures longs, referred to as the 
“lamenting cadence,” which is used throughout the work. Consistently resolving to E Major, 
the sustained F# takes on an unsettled, unresolved nature. The F#, present for pages of 
music, represents Jesus Christ, suspended and hanging on the cross. The first phrase of the 
text originates from the same F#. It is sung by the sopranos and altos, starting on the F# 
and ascending in a linear fashion, as Jesus directs his first sentence upwards to his heavenly 
Father. The tenors and basses then enter, ironically singing a “Hosanna.” Liturgically, this 
text comes five days earlier, from Jesus’ triumphant ride into Jerusalem. Now on Good 
Friday, the scene has changed from praise to scorn, and the men sing the Palm Sunday 
Exclamation in a chaotic, dissonant expression as if this previous day was nothing more than 
a haunting dream. The first movement ends with the sopranos again personifying the 
abandoned Jesus. They chant on the F#: “The life that I held dear I delivered into the hands 
of the unrighteous…” 
MacMillan cites J.S. Bach as his influence for the second movement, writing a series 
of small chorales for the choir. The statements are direct and powerful, repeated eleven 
times for the eleven disciples of Jesus, not including Judas. Starting a cappella, the 
orchestra slowly takes over the texture of the movement, depicting the agony of the 
moment as Jesus says goodbye to his mother. 
The third movement is full of liturgical significance, opening with the text, “Ecce 
Lignum Crucis.” This text is traditionally sung on Good Friday, repeated three times by the 
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congregation as the cross is unveiled, each time sung in a higher key. MacMillan models his 
music after this tradition, repeating the ornamented chant himself three times, sung as 
duets first by basses, then tenors, then altos. Interpolated between these statements, we 
glimpse moments of heaven as Jesus says to the criminal on his right, “today thou shalt be 
with me in Paradise.” The shift in scenery is unmistakable, from the desolate duets to the 
rolling major chords of the strings and violin solo. 
Following the glimpse of heaven, the fourth and fifth movements bring the listener 
back to the crucifixion scene in a desolate fashion. In both movements, Jesus’ statements 
reveal his personal suffering, first expressing his abandonment and second his physical 
need. The fourth movement is constructed as a large arch, with Jesus’ quotation of Psalm 
22 in Aramaic, “Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani?” The fifth movement starts again with a sustained 
F#, but instead of being played by the violins, the same pitch is played by the basses as an 
artificial harmonic—giving the tone a hollow sound. 	 A return of musical material is seen in the final sections of the piece. Again, the 
sopranos are set in opposition to the rest of the ensemble with the setting of another text 
from the first-person view of Jesus, wailing, “My eyes were blind with weeping, for he that 
consoled me is far from me: consider, all you people, is there any sorrow like my sorrow?” 
The sopranos are accompanied by the remaining voices which continuously repeat the 
“lamenting cadence” in a variety of modulating keys. The outer sections of the movement 
are marked by dissonant string chords, which MacMillan describes as “hammer blows,” 
referencing the nails driven through the hands and feet of Jesus. 
 In the final movement, the chorus sings only for a mere sixteen measures. 
Exclaiming “Father” three times, they mirror the direct statements to Jesus’ mother from 
the second movement before subsiding to a final iteration of the “lamenting cadence.” 
From here the violins lead the orchestra in an elongated postlude, starting one last time on 
the single F#. Commenting on this final section, MacMillan stated: 
 
It is inspiring when one witnesses people weep real tears on Good Friday as 
if the death of Christ was a personal tragedy. In this final movement, with its 
long instrumental postlude, the liturgical detachment breaks down and gives 
way to a more personal reflection: hence the resonance here of Scottish 
traditional lament music. 
 
The Scottish traditional lament music he references is that again of Gaelic psalm singing. 
The two violin sections follow each other in close succession, using traditional folk elements 
and glissandi to ornament the again quoted chant, “Ecce lignum crucis…” In the final 
moments, the violins come to a repeated dyad, octaves higher than they began. The F# is 
present, but now paired with its upper neighbor pitch G. Such pairing transitions the initial 
hanging feeling of the F# to one that now desires to resolve upwards. The repetition of this 





MacMillan’s Seven Last Words from the Cross is a deeply religious work with 
profound layers of musical metaphors and emotional connection. Even for those who do not 
share his religious beliefs, MacMillan hopes that this work is one that can speak to the 
humanity of us all. The work shows a man in the last moments of his life. Despite suffering 
brutally, his desires are not selfish but are to take care of those around him—forgiving those 
who wronged him, seeing to the well-being of his mother and friend, and giving comfort to 
a stranger. Only after the first three movements does the focus shift from providing for 
those he leaves behind, to the actual physical suffering of the man about to die. Our world 
is too often filled with suffering. MacMillan hopes that music will not only lead us to reflect 
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